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ABSTRACT
THRIVING THROUGH EXPERIENCE: A PHENOMENOLOGICAL INQUIRY
WITHIN COMMUNITY-ENGAGED LEARNING
Katharine O’ Connor
Graduate School of Leadership & Change
Yellow Springs, OH
Community-engaged learning is a high impact educational practice that has been proven to aid in
retention rates and overall student success (Kuh, 2008). As an educator, I have had many
students tell me that their community-engaged learning experiences helped them develop
leadership skills. And while there have been many quantitative studies considering the grade
point averages and retention rates, there is a need for research that focuses on the lived
experience of people who participate in community-engaged learning. This dissertation focused
on young adult women who have emerged as leaders through their community-engaged learning
experiences. Through the use of interpretive phenomenological research, the stories of five
women who had life-changing leadership experiences through their community work were
discussed in terms of the four main themes that emerged from the analysis: Discovery of Self,
Family Experience, Empathy, and Transformation. Each theme had associated subthemes that
further described the meaning in the context of women’s leadership. The results were considered
through the lens of major leadership theories: relational, servant, adaptive, and transformational.
The findings showed considerable promise for deepening knowledge of the pedagogy and impact
of community-engaged learning. This dissertation is available in open access at AURA: Antioch
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University Repository and Archive (https://aura.antioch.edu/) and OhioLINK ETD
Center (https://etd.ohiolink.edu/).

Keywords: empathy, leadership, community-engagement, interpretive phenomenological
research, service-learning, women’s leadership
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION
The late Toni Morrison once said,
I tell my students, “When you get these jobs that you have been so brilliantly trained for,
just remember that your real job is that if you are free, you need to free somebody else. If
you have some power, then your job is to empower somebody else.” (as cited in Madison,
2020, p. 108)
This quote speaks to the importance of inspiring students to make a difference in the
world. Morrison’s words not only embody my pedagogy but also serve as an inspiration for my
dissertation. Is it through cocurricular engagement? Is it through high-impact practices? Is it even
possible? In particular, for this study, I will explore this question: What are the lived experiences
of women who have participated and thrived in community engaged learning? I specifically
studied women who participated in community engaged learning during their undergraduate
college experience and seek to understand how this experience has impacted their leadership
capabilities following graduation.
The purpose of this dissertation is to explore community engaged learning as it pertains
to female leadership development. I am using the term “community engaged learning” to
encompass service-learning and community engagement intentionally because the terms are
often used interchangeably. According to Eyler and Giles (1999), over 150 different words have
been used to define activities akin to service-learning. Considering this and Michigan State
University’s call to refer to this work as “community- engaged learning” I will use
community-engaged learning to refer to the proposed study.
In this chapter, I begin by defining community-engaged learning and related terms,
setting the stage for the remainder of the dissertation. Next, I summarize the original plan and
rationale for the study. I will dive more deeply into community-engaged learning by going back
to the origins and defining the various types of education-designed experiences. I will then share
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my personal experience, stance, and positionality, and finally, conclude with a discussion of the
purpose of the dissertation, the research question, the overview of the research approach, and
finally an outline of the dissertation chapters.
Defining and Distinguishing Community-Engaged Learning and Related Terms
As the outset, it is important to define the key terms that fit under the larger umbrella of
community-engaged learning. To begin, service learning is defined as
a teaching method that combines academic coursework with the application of
institutional resources (e.g., knowledge and expertise of students, faculty and staff,
political position, buildings and land) to address challenges facing communities through
collaboration with these communities. This pedagogy focuses on critical, reflective
thinking to develop students’ academic skills, sense of civic responsibility, and
commitment to the community. (Center for Service-Learning and Civic Engagement,
2015, p. 1)
Community-engagement, on the other hand, refers to any work (both curricular and
noncurricular) with a focus primarily on community. Community-engagement should ideally be
considered mutually beneficial as the volunteer is gaining skills from the experience while also
meeting the needs of the community partner or nonprofit.
Community-engagement and service-learning are often used interchangeably, and some
researchers are calling for service-learning to be called “community-engaged learning” in the
future (Center for Service-Learning and Civic Engagement, 2015).Service-learning is a
combination of community-engagement, academic study, and critical reflection. Since it is not
always done within the academic setting, community-engagement may or may not include
reflection or academic study and cannot automatically be called service-learning. It is important
to note that community-engagement is always a part of service-learning whereas service-learning
is not always a part of community-engagement. For example, a community-engagement
experience could be something like a canned food drive for a food pantry by an individual or
group with or without a partnership with a college or academic course. The canned food drive
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does not have any formal learning objectives attached to it and does not provide for structured
reflection; it is a form of volunteering. To be considered community-engaged learning, the
canned food drive would have to be in partnership with an institution such as a college or high
school and must comprise learning goals and structured reflection (either through course
activities or an assignment).
An academic component within service-learning can include course credit and facilitation
of an instructor, administrator, or leader from either a university, college, or primary school
(Bringle & Hatcher, 2009). People can participate in community-engagement through
volunteering without having the formal learning structure found in community-engaged
learning/service-learning. For this research study, I will group service-learning and
community-engagement using the term community-engaged learning and will focus on
community-engaged learning as it applies to participating students and community members.
This does not necessarily mean that both service-learning and community-engagement are
present within each of the discussed experiences. The reason for grouping them is that the
literature often uses the terms interchangeably. Also, it is not uncommon for students to meet the
requirements of a service-learning component and continue their involvement with a project
outside of the academic setting, which is considered community-engagement.
For this study, the term community-engaged learning will be used because the research is
looking at curricular experiences (service-learning) and also cocurricular experiences
(community-engagement). For purposes of clarity when discussing the works of others, I will use
the term they have used to describe the experience of interest.
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The Rationale for This Study
The United States of America’s higher education system has a long-standing role in
developing citizens through community-university relationships (Peters et al., 2006; Thelin,
2004; Thomson et al., 2011). These relationships have shifted depending on the institution but
can include categories like “cooperative extension, outreach and continuing education programs
to top-down administrative initiatives, faculty professional service and research, student
volunteer initiatives, and, more recently, SL courses” (Thomas, 1998; Thomson et al., 2011). The
field of community-engaged learning has grown from “the adaptations of the civic mission of
higher education through the 1980s and 1990s” (Meixner et al., 2018, p. 276).
As community-engaged learning continues to grow and become more integrated into the
higher education experience, it becomes even more important to consider the impact that it is
having on student development. According to Kuh (2008), community-engaged learning is
generally discussed as a high-impact practice.
In these programs, field-based “experiential learning” with community partners is an
instructional strategy—and often a required part of the course. The idea is to give
students direct experience with issues they are studying in the curriculum and with
ongoing efforts to analyze and solve problems in the community. A key element in these
programs is the opportunity students have to both apply what they are learning in
real-world settings and reflect in a classroom setting on their service experiences. These
programs model the idea that giving something back to the community is an important
college outcome, and that working with community partners is good preparation for
citizenship, work, and life. (p. 54)
The high-impact practices that Kuh (2008) noted apply to all students but are especially
significant for underserved students. While the current literature examines the impact of
community-engaged learning in skill development, very little of it considers the essence of
community-engaged learning experiences, particularly for women. There is scarce research to
date on college-aged women and community-engaged learning experiences. Furthermore, much
of the existing research is quantitative and focused primarily on issues such as retention and
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community-engaged learning within higher education. Walker (2000) analyzed over 120 books
and articles on community-engaged learning and found that few authors mentioned women;
gender was not considered a factor of influence. In addition to them being all but omitted
specifically from the discussion of community-engaged learning, Walker pointed out that Jones
(1990) had argued that women were often left out of discussions regarding citizenship. Walker
connected this to the notion that citizenship was rooted in war and military service, which was
and arguably still is, considered a masculine concept.
Gendered stereotypes within community-engaged learning have become so woven into
the literature that they emerge as micro-aggressions. Micro-aggressions are also known as minor
insults to members of oppressed or systematically disadvantaged groups that are often innocuous
to members outside of the marginalized group (Pérez Huber & Solorzano, 2015). For the case at
hand, these micro-aggressions emerged through gendered stereotypes regarding the roots of
community-engaged learning coming from military service. Walker (2000) concluded that there
is a gap in the literature, as much of it erases the identities of the people involved instead of
establishing their identities. According to Walker, erasing identity to celebrate “citizenship” is
exactly what Women’s Studies scholars have been fighting against.
The literature surrounding women thriving through community-engaged learning
experiences is sorely lacking the voices of the women themselves. While there is quantitative
research such as work by Barber et al. (1997), Loewen (1998), and Rhoades and McFarland
(1999), few studies capture the lived experiences of the women who participate in this work. As
a society, many are working to increase the presence of women in leadership roles, and while
women in leadership have been studied from a quantitative perspective, missing is research about
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the felt experiences of community-engaged learning and its influence on women’s identities,
future aspirations, and personal goals.
In this study, I have sought to understand if community-engaged learning contributes to
college women emerging as leaders in their life pursuits. My interest is particular to women
because of the unique barriers to success that they encounter in their college work (Verjee,
2012). As well, gender has been found to have a significant role in students’ community-engaged
learning experiences according to Loewen (1998). For example, women experienced much
higher rates of empathy towards others, and empowerment after completing a
community-engaged learning course than they did before entering the course and were much
more likely to continue engaging in service in some capacity (Loewen, 1998). These studies
suggested a potential relationship between community-engaged learning and college women’s
leadership development that needs to be explored in greater depth.
This work was aimed at identifying community-engaged learning as a practice to
empower women to become leaders in their field of practice. This study used an interpretive
phenomenological analysis. In community-engaged learning, reflection is an integral part of the
process; the interpretive phenomenological analysis methodological approach gave participants
the opportunity to reflect on their experiences with community-engaged learning and explore
connections to their own leadership experiences. The research heard from individual women
about their lived experiences and was not intended to apply these findings to a wider group as in
a quantitative study.
Origins of Community-Engaged Learning
Community-engaged learning comes out of the work of John Dewey; it is a form of
experiential education, meaning students learn through projects or experiences that often happen

7
outside of the four walls of the traditional classroom (Dewey, 1938/1986). At Michigan State
University, the Center for Service-Learning and Civic Engagement (2015) defined
service-learning—which, to repeat, is called “community-engaged learning” in this
dissertation—as
a teaching method that combines academic coursework with the application of
institutional resources (e.g., knowledge and expertise of students, faculty, and staff,
political position, buildings, and land) to address challenges facing communities through
collaboration with these communities. This pedagogy focuses on critical, reflective
thinking to develop students’ academic skills, sense of civic responsibility, and
commitment to the community. (p. 1)
Community-engaged learning has a variety of benefits for the students including (but not
limited to) increased understanding of course material, improved professional skills including
problem-solving, communication, critical thinking, reflection, and teamwork, and the ability to
gain hands-on experience and build networks (Center for Service-Learning and Civic
Engagement, 2015).
Within community-engaged learning, students gain valuable skills such as critical
thinking, problem-solving, communication, and leadership abilities (Eyler & Giles, 1999).
Additionally, within the realms of higher education, students who participate in
community-engaged learning display engagement with course content, the community, and the
university as a whole. For example, participation in community-engagement demonstrated higher
retention rates within the university setting (Tinto, 1998).
The positive impacts of community-engaged learning as a pedagogy stretch back to
Kolb’s (1984) work on experiential education. Kolb stated that experiential education enables
students to have a concrete experience, reflect on the experience, learn from the experience
through conceptualization, and test out assumptions and ideas based on the experience. Kolb
further suggested that students participating in community-engaged learning are able to apply
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their learning to real-life scenarios. Hart and King (2007) concluded that, in addition to the
problem-solving benefits, community-engaged learning aided in higher levels of academic
achievement and higher grade point averages (GPAs).
Types of Community-Engaged Learning
Community-engaged learning varies depending on the setting of the experience.
According to the Michigan State University’s Center for Service-Learning and Civic
Engagement (2015) there are four main types of CEL: direct service, indirect service, advocacy,
and community-based research. Direct service refers to service that happens face-to-face, for
example, tutoring youth, serving meals, or participating in an outdoor clean up. Indirect service
refers to a service that is done on one’s own time away from the community partner. Examples
of indirect service are updating website content or helping fold materials for direct mailings.
Advocacy is when a student works to educate and enlighten the greater community about the
identified issue. This might take the form of creating an infographic or media campaign specific
to a community organization’s initiative.
Community-based research is the fourth type of community-engaged learning that
Michigan State University’s Center for Service-Learning and Civic Engagement (2015)
identified. Depending on the needs of the community partner as well as the level of research
abilities of the volunteer, this can take different shapes. For example, a marine science student
volunteer might be able to measure bacteria within water samples while a communication major
participating in the same project might conduct interviews with those affected by water quality as
a qualitative research project.
Community-engaged learning is interdisciplinary and varies depending on the integration
within a course. Community-engaged learning can be used to enforce course concepts, for
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example, taking water samples of a local estuary while in a marine biology class. On the other
hand, community-engaged learning could be used to enhance critical thinking skills or
communication abilities while not directly relating to course concepts. Some approaches to
community-engaged learning focus on meeting course objectives while also providing
opportunities for skill development. Again, it depends on the design of the experience by the
instructor and the community partner.
Community-engaged learning can be integrated across various age groups including K-12
students as well as students within higher education including graduate school. Scales et al.
(2000) reported how middle-grade students’ communication skills and personal growth improved
with community-engaged learning. Yates and Youniss (1999) charted gains in overall “reflection
on society’s political organization and moral order” (p. 303) among high school juniors who did
community-engaged learning work in a soup kitchen. The mission statement of the National
Youth Leadership Council (n.d.) expressly mentioned community-engaged learning: “To create a
more just, sustainable, and peaceful world with young people, their schools, and communities
through service-learning” (para. 2).
In addition to the various age groups that are represented, there is also a multitude of
disciplines in the literature. This pedagogical approach transcends limits such as age, educational
background, socioeconomic class, gender, race, and ethnicity (Thomson et al., 2011). There are
also instances where different ages and disciplines come together within a community-engaged
learning experience. An example from Florida Gulf Coast University, where I worked, included
a group of college students partnered with a group of children from an afterschool program to
create a community garden (Florida Gulf Coast University, 2014). While the children in the
after-school program benefitted from the food grown in the garden, the larger community was
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the main beneficiary of the project. In this project, the college students came from multiple
disciplines including communication, biology, environmental studies, and prelaw. When
community-engaged learning is thoughtfully integrated within a course it has transformational
potential for both the student and the greater community (Butin, 2005).
Researcher’s Experience, Stance, and Positionality
First, I will address my approach to teaching community-engaged learning to provide a
practical example of course design. I will then reflect on the meaning of these teaching
experiences and their influence on the design of this study.
The courses that I teach are interdisciplinary and part of the general education
curriculum, thus I can instruct students from a variety of backgrounds and majors and take
advantage of a synergy of multiple perspectives on a topic. Each of my courses has a
community-engaged learning requirement. I designed the courses to encourage students to come
together and identify a community-based issue that touches their passions. I hope to inspire the
students to use their backgrounds, networks, and passions to create a mutually beneficial
community-engagement project. While some of the projects meet the bare minimum of required
service hours or project objectives, more often the students leave the course having created
remarkable projects that greatly impress the nonprofit community partners.
The community-engaged learning approach that I use usually contains three main parts:
proposal (including an action plan), the action project itself, and reflection.
The first part is a proposal, typically done as a group paper. Within the proposal, the
students research the community-based issue at the heart of their project and identify what is
being done to remedy that issue throughout the local community and the larger global context.
The proposal comprises a draft action plan, outlining how the group will work with a local
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nonprofit community partner to create a timeline for the project to take place. The proposal must
make substantial reference to scholarly, peer-reviewed research.
The second part of the community-engaged learning project is the action project itself.
Projects within my courses are all unique—from creating artificial reefs out of oyster shells, to
filtering water from the Gulf of Mexico, to using photography to capture the smiles of senior
high school students who could not otherwise afford senior photos. The projects should not only
improve the community but also provide significant learning opportunities for the students
involved in them. The action component contains two or more of the four forms of
community-engaged learning, referred to above (direct service, indirect service, advocacy, and
community-based research).
The third part of the community-engaged learning project is reflection. I encourage
reflection throughout the course as an assessment, but there is a formal reflective paper at the end
of the project that each student completes individually. Within the reflective paper I ask students
to consider how their project is going to impact their future engagement with the community or
how it might impact their career or academic futures. The paper is not graded on how impactful
the project is on the community, but rather, on the students’ ability to reflect on the experience
and identify examples of them sharpening their critical thinking or problem-solving skills.
As a scholar and practitioner, I have integrated community-engaged learning into the
courses that I was instructing. I saw the growth of people who participated, especially female
students and students who came from “at-risk” situations such as first-generation college
students, students of color, or students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds. While there was
an opportunity for growth for all, some people seemed to benefit more than others. As a result,
these questions emerged from my experiences in community-engaged learning:
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•

Why do some people thrive within these community-engaged learning experiences?

•

Is there a level of privilege that could be a factor in one’s community-engaged
learning experience?

•

How can transformational leadership happen?

•

What role do mentorship and resilience play?

•

How are the stories of community-engaged learning being told both for students and
community members?

•

What are the various considerations that a volunteer coordinator or instructor must
make within a community-engaged learning experience?

Together, these questions drew me to the topic of the present study. My work with
women and thriving through community-engagement began earlier in my doctoral program as I
served as a coordinator for service-learning and adjunct instructor at a university. Prior to that, I
was a volunteer from a young age and was regularly engaged with my community. Through my
position as an educator and a scholar-practitioner, I began to explore issues of leadership,
women, and at-risk communities. During that time, community-engaged learning kept emerging
from the research as a potential integrative direction.
For me, community-engaged learning was a transformational experience that helped me
to become the educator I had dreamed of being. When I began Antioch’s doctoral studies in
Leadership and Change, one of the instructors gave me a piece of advice that I will never forget:
“Your dissertation will be a reflection of you.” At the time I did not know what that meant.
Through my pre-dissertation courses and studies, I found my path and I can truly say that this
dissertation is me. It is a collection of stories of women thriving through community-engaged
learning experiences.
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In this study, I have focused on women because I have been inspired by the work of
women across the globe in promoting community-engaged learning. As well, in my literature
search (Chapter II), I discovered a paucity of research on community-engaged learning that
focused primarily on women. Even as of 2021, women still have barriers to accessing and
thriving within higher education. High-impact practices such as community-engaged learning
can contribute to the resiliency of women within the higher education setting. The women in my
study had already graduated from college and were reflecting upon their experiences with
community-engaged learning. I believe that the recency of their experience is important because
it gave participants the opportunity to reflect in a deeper and more meaningful way than if they
were only considering the influence of their experience on their growth and leadership
immediately after the course.
Purpose of This Dissertation
The purpose of this dissertation is to explore community-engaged learning as it pertains
to female leadership development. Although Mitchell (2014) conducted a qualitative grounded
theory study on women’s sensemaking within community-engaged learning experiences, the
present study expands on these findings by exploring the essence of women’s lived experiences
as emerging leaders through phenomenological inquiry.
The Research Question
The research question at the heart of this dissertation was as follows: What are the lived
experiences of women who have engaged and thrived in community-engaged learning and how
has this shaped their thinking about leadership after graduation? I invited women participants
who had completed their community-engaged learning within their undergraduate collegiate
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experience. They were all had graduated from college no more than five years before the study
began. All of the women had participated in a living-learning community with a
community-engaged learning focus.
Overview of Research Approach
The methodology for this study was phenomenology. Phenomenology seeks to get to the
essence of experiences. According to van Manen (2002), wonder is of central importance in
phenomenology: “Wonder is that moment of being when one is overcome by awe or
perplexity—such as when something familiar has turned profoundly unfamiliar when our gaze
has been drawn by the gaze of something that stares back at us” (p. 5). For me as an instructor,
witnessing undergraduate women thrive in community-engaged learning experiences made me
stand in wonder. How do these experiences impact the lives of the women involved in them?
What can I do as an educator to help facilitate growth and depth within these experiences? I
believe that exploring community-engaged learning through phenomenology allowed me to
explore those questions in a meaningful way.
In addition to being based on wonder, phenomenology is also about understanding and
recounting lived experiences. Since community-engaged learning is a form of experiential
learning, a method that understands the experiential nature of it is appropriate. There is limited
research using phenomenology to study community-engaged learning, so this study has been an
opportunity to explore this uncharted path. Reflection is a critical part of the community-engaged
learning experience and using phenomenology will enable the participants to reflect in even
deeper and meaningful ways. The philosophical origins of phenomenology will be discussed in
more depth in Chapter III.
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Outline of Dissertation Chapters
This dissertation continues from this introduction with Chapter II introducing the
literature surrounding community-engaged learning. Within Chapter II, I highlight traditional
versus critical community-engaged learning, community-engaged learning and social justice,
community-engaged learning, and feminist theory. Chapter III reviews the methodology for the
study including a discussion of the origins of phenomenology and method for implementation of
the study. Chapter IV presents the study findings and Chapter V discusses the key findings in
addition to the limitations, the implications for leadership and change, and future research.
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CHAPTER II: LITERATURE REVIEW
This literature review will serve as a platform from which to explore the research
question: What are the lived experiences of women who have engaged and thrived in
community-engaged learning and how has this shaped their thinking about leadership after
graduation? The literature review includes research and theory on the topic of
community-engaged learning with emphasis on educational settings. Rooted as the dissertation is
in the stories of women who have grown as leaders through community-engaged learning, I have
taken a particular interest in the literature on traditional college age women’s leadership.
Literature Search Strategy
For this review, I researched literature relevant to understanding the experiences of
women who developed leadership skills and strength through community-engaged learning.
While my dissertation primarily focuses on college-aged women within the higher education
setting, this literature review includes current research on this topic pertinent to all genders and
ages who have participated in community-engaged learning.
Traditional Community-Engaged Learning
Traditional community-engaged learning combines “academic coursework with
application of institutional resources to address challenges facing communities” (Center for
Service-Learning and Civic Engagement, 2015, p. 1). These experiential learning opportunities
can allow students to gain valuable skills such as critical thinking, problem-solving,
communication, and leadership abilities while also engaging with course content (Eyler & Giles,
1999). Additionally, within the realms of higher education, students who participate in
community-engaged learning typically display engagement within both the community and the
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university. Participation in community-engaged learning demonstrated higher retention rates
within the university setting (Tinto, 1998).
Kolb (1984) was the flagship author in terms of the positive impact of
community-engaged learning as a pedagogy. According to Kolb, experiential education led to
students reflecting on experiences which later led to conceptualization and testing of
assumptions. These learning opportunities could then be applied to students’ real lives in terms
of future jobs, academic coursework, or personal endeavors. Hart and King (2007) concluded
that in addition to the problem-solving benefits, community-engaged learning aided in higher
levels of academic achievement and higher GPAs.
While community-engaged learning has shown its usefulness in the field of education,
many scholars have identified limitations and have suggested areas for growth within the
discipline. Primavera (1999) conducted a study on traditional community-engaged learning that
examined the meaning and impact of volunteerism through qualitative research with
college-aged student participants. Primavera concluded that reflection extended well outside the
experience, volunteers were personally satisfied by serving their communities, 65% of
participants felt that they gained self-knowledge, and volunteering was viewed as having a
bidirectional and positive relationship with academic course content. Participants were also
exposed to different cultures that enhanced their understanding of cultural diversity and social
issues. Lastly, Primavera found that all participants indicated a commitment toward continued
service. While this research appeared to have positive implications, upon further investigation it
became apparent that this study was limited in scope as it only reflected a small segment of
students engaged within traditional community-engaged learning. Also, the research aimed to
focus primarily on the positive aspects of the community-engaged learning experience and, given
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the limitations within the study, the research may contain bias. In addition, Primavera
highlighted the positives of community-engaged learning experiences but did not include
community-based research as part of the discipline, leaving it out entirely without
acknowledging its absence.
Cruz and Giles (2000) on the other hand, discussed the absence of community-based
research within the community-engaged learning discipline. They concluded that the current
research on community-engaged learning was geared primarily toward student learning
outcomes rather than on community impact. Cruz and Giles called for a new approach to
community-engaged learning based on the following four principles: the partnership as a unit of
analysis, consistency with good community-engaged learning practice principles, use of action
research, and focus on the community assets over the community deficits. Cruz and Giles
discussed two positive examples using these principles: Health Professions Schools in Service to
the Nation (HPSISN) and Portland State University (PSU).
As a means to further promote community-focused research, Bickford and Reynolds
(2002) advocated including activism within community-engaged learning and for implementing
community-engaged learning in place-based studies and social science fieldwork. The
place-based aspect of the community-engaged learning experience is a way forward in terms of
community-focused community-engaged learning. Bickford and Reynolds identified the problem
of “otherness” within community-engaged learning, which highlights differences among
participants over possible shared experiences and contended that community-engaged learning
harmed the participants of their study. This provides students a space to make individual and
collective meaning. Instead of making students better writers, learners, and citizens, it had the
adverse effect of students exhibiting deeper cultural and social bias, viewing themselves as the
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center of their experiences. This caused students to detach from the greater community instead of
attaching. Bickford and Reynolds suggested that researchers should examine women’s studies as
an inspiration because of the field’s grassroots approaches to research and activism. They stated
that activism argued for relationships based on connections rather than differences and that
feminist theories enabled consciousness-raising similar to that which emerged in the
second-wave feminist movement. The implications of this article are vast and contributed greatly
to the field of community-engaged learning pedagogy.
Place-based approaches to community-engaged learning were the primary focus of Li and
Frieze’s (2016) study. They looked at 209 students who were participating in
community-engaged learning experiences. The students were all first-year college students
between the ages of 18 and 22 who were not originally from the area in which the university was
located. They posed multiple hypotheses surrounding community service and place attachment
theory. The study used a path model to assess place attachment among the students which would
help the researchers understand whether the students felt a connection to the area in which the
community-engaged learning took place. Li and Frieze also examined levels of interest in
community service before and after participation in the community-engaged learning project.
Two phases of the study were completed, and each phase involved a different survey (initial and
follow up). The hypotheses were confirmed, and the authors inferred that place attachment
theory and positive attitudes towards community service were achieved through this
community-engaged learning program. The implication is that students can connect with the
community through community-engaged learning, enabling students to care for that community
in more deep and meaningful ways.
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Learning with the community is a central value of community-engaged learning.
Vogelgesang and Rhoads (2003) discussed the role of community-engaged learning in civic
participation and values development within the higher education setting. The authors discussed
civic engagement and citizenship and offered a critique of contemporary community-engaged
learning with the hope that the critique would broaden the notions of engagement within the
experience. They argued for the importance of making social justice the center of
community-engaged learning experiences and highlighted the significance of activism instead of
acts of charity. Charity is dangerous within the field of community-engaged learning because it
does not allow for a deep level of engagement and perpetuates power imbalances which in turn
limits the benefits for those conducting community-engaged learning. In addition to the harm for
those conducting community-engaged learning, the charity approach adds to the issue of
“otherness” that can emerge when a partnership within community-engaged learning is not
mutually beneficial and both parties are not respected for what they add to the learning
experience. Vogelgesang and Rhoads offered a framework and examples for faculty to use when
conceptualizing social justice within community-engaged learning in hopes that it will enable
deeper civic engagement through these experiences.
While Vogelgesang and Rhoads (2003) provided a strong pedagogical guide to
community-engaged learning and conceptualizing social justice that would enable
problem-solving and critical thinking skills, Grossman and Cooper (2004) came up with a very
different example of community-engaged learning. They completed a study looking at students’
community-engaged learning experience within an environmental science course at the
University of Minnesota. This case study provided a snapshot of positive community-engaged
learning experience while also highlighting some of the limitations of community-engaged
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learning. For example, the course offered a structured community-engaged learning experience
complete with a pre-selected community partner. While having a community partner already
selected makes the community-engaged learning experience happen faster, it does not provide an
opportunity for the students to select their community partner. Also, having a community partner
already in place limits the ability for the students to have to think critically and problem solve in
finding a community partner. Within Grossman and Cooper’s study, the projects themselves
were somewhat structured. Nonetheless, the same criticisms arise in terms of lack of opportunity
for problem-solving and critical thinking. Grossman and Cooper highlighted a very structured
community-engaged learning experience that could be used as a template for others, given the
understanding of the limitations at play.
Structured community-engaged learning experiences can be positive as long as the
limitations are understood by all parties involved. Keith (2005) discussed some of the overall
limitations of traditional community-engaged learning in terms of globalization through the
concepts of neoliberalism, time-space compression, and globalism. The main issues that she
found referred to the impacts on the community-engaged learning principles of reciprocity and
meeting community needs. Keith articulated the superficial nature of community-engaged
learning as it focuses more on direct service rather than the deeper engaged citizenship. Through
the literature and discussion, she concluded that interdependence is a better concept to use rather
than reciprocity and that community needs must be defined through the scopes of citizenship
action, public work, and social justice.
The limitations discussed by Keith (2005) were expanded upon by Mitchell (2007)
concerning traditional versus critical community-engaged learning. Mitchell sought to define
traditional versus critical community-engaged learning through literature review. Mitchell argued
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that traditional community-engaged learning places an emphasis on service while potentially
ignoring systems of inequality. In contrast, critical community-engaged learning aims to
dismantle systems of inequality. Traditional community-engaged learning is criticized for the
superficial nature that might not lend itself to deep critical thinking experiences. Traditional
community-engaged learning can almost seem “pre-professional” in that the highest value is
placed on student development instead of community change. Mitchell offered suggestions to
make a shift toward critical community-engaged learning where there is more emphasis on social
change orientation, working to redistribute power, and development of authentic relationships
within service experiences. Mitchell’s article acted as a call to integrate social justice within
traditional community-engaged learning by shifting the focus to become critical
community-engaged learning.
Community-Engaged Learning and Social Justice
Community-engaged learning can provide an opportunity to intersect with the work of
social justice. In many instances, traditional community-engaged learning is found to be
superficial and does not really encompass social justice. Social justice has been defined as “the
equal access to wealth, opportunities, and privileges within a society” (Pachamama Alliance,
n.d., para. 1). While the term “social justice” first emerged within the field of economics in
Europe in the 19th century, it has since expanded to include “other spheres of social life to
include the environment, race, gender, and other causes and manifestations of inequality”
(Pachamama Alliance, n.d., para. 3).
Maybach (1996) has encouraged community-engaged learning to become more focused
on social justice. Maybach argued that traditional community-engaged learning has concentrated
too heavily on student development and not enough on social justice. She also argued the need
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for more accountability within community-engaged learning experiences and in how students are
encouraged to engage specifically within urban settings, too often without an understanding of
the community. She called for students and faculty members to seek to identify how oppression
is being manifested within the communities in which they are serving, and to identify projects
that seek to redistribute power.
The widely accepted flagship article connecting community-engaged learning and social
justice was by Gurin et al. (2002) who identified the importance of identity development within
college and discussed how social and political ideas are shaped during that time in a person’s
life. The authors discussed how students experiment with various social roles to better
understand themselves and others. This insight is significant for linking community-engaged
learning and social justice because it foresees that students can grow to develop social and
political ideas within college. This shows how important it is to integrate social justice within the
community-engaged learning experience. Students have an opportunity to become more socially
just individuals when social and political ideas are integrated within community-engaged
learning during the college years.
Researching within the K-12 setting, Wade (2001) looked at the integration of social
justice within community-engaged learning experiences. She began by defining social justice
through a historical and academic perspective while integrating feminist theory. Wade settled on
defining a socially just society as one where all needs are met (psychologically and physically)
for all people within the society and that social justice is a key value within an American
democratic society. Wade proposed and discussed eight characteristics of social justice
education—student-centered, collaborative, experiential, intellectual, analytical, multicultural,
value-based, and activist—and provided examples of how to integrate community-engaged
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learning into social justice education. A limitation of this work was its exclusive focus on K-12
education, though many of the principles can readily be applied within a higher education
setting.
Traditional community-engaged learning was called a “pedagogy of Whiteness” by
Mitchell et al. (2012, p. 612). Mitchell et al. looked at how institutions and faculty develop and
implement community-engaged learning and, in turn, how students experience
community-engaged learning. They further discussed how Whiteness is a human construct
defined as “a collection of everyday strategies characterized by the unwillingness to name the
contours of racism, the avoidance of identifying with a racial experience or group, the
minimization of racist legacy, and other similar evasions” (p. 613). Mitchell et al. did not see
Whiteness as a passive act; instead they viewed it as a process of domination. They used a
vignette to discuss their reflections and experiences with service-learning experiences within
higher education and to offer suggestions to faculty who wish to dismantle the racism and
provide more meaningful experiences. One of their most meaningful recommendations was for
faculty to frame community-engaged learning as an opportunity to meet the needs of the
community while also exploring the community’s assets and strengths. Often,
community-engaged learning experiences are framed as meeting community needs while not
recognizing how much can be learned from the community partners.
Boyle-Baise and Langford (2004) researched university alternative break opportunities as
a locus of community-engaged learning for social justice. An alternative break experience is
when students use time away from campus or school to provide social service (Sumka et al.,
2015). Within the alternative break, students are allowed to strengthen their understanding of
social justice by not only positively impacting the lives of children in a low-income setting, but
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also begin questioning “their assumptions about racism and poverty, and to consider taking
action to redress injustice” (Boyle-Baise & Langford, 2004, p. 55). This means asking more from
the community-engaged learning experience, particularly by valuing the “worth of individuals”
(Boyle-Baise & Langford, 2004, p. 55) and having students develop a sense of social
responsibility and social action. Within this particular study, eight university students enrolled in
a community-engaged learning course. While some students entered the course with social
justice in mind, some identified their goal as having a cross-cultural experience. Boyle-Baise and
Langford analyzed the data to identify critical incidents within the alternative break experiences.
Based on this analysis, the authors concluded that students need the opportunity to learn from
their peers and their personal experiences to eliminate bias and grow as individuals within this
setting. Service-learning for social justice should assist self-understanding, deepen knowledge,
and encourage action. Boyle-Baise and Langford identified some glaring issues with this study
including that students of color found the experience degrading while other students found the
experience as enforcing racial stereotypes, and that the type of community-engaged learning can
have many issues as short engagement with children can be disruptive if the children create
attachments.
In research on alternative break experiences, Niehaus and Rivera (2015) looked at social
justice issues through alternative breaks and found the experiences of White students very
different from the experiences of students of color. Specifically, White students learn from
people of a different racial background to a greater degree than students of color learn from
volunteering in communities of similar racial backgrounds. Interestingly though, students of
color benefitted more by volunteering in racially similar communities, even though they learned
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less than their White counterparts regarding their understanding of racial differences. The main
benefit that the students of color had was an increase of understanding of course content.
While the foregoing studies discussed how students of color learned less about racial
differences than their White counterparts, Mitchell and Donahue (2009) identified frustrations
felt by students of color in community-engaged learning. During a reflective paper, one student
said that they did “more service in this class than I ever do at my site,” meaning that they were
using their time in class essentially serving as a teacher to their classmates, an impact of
community-engaged learning that had not been previously explored. Mitchell and Donahue then
discussed Du Bois’s (1903/1994) idea of “double consciousness” that sees people of color as
looking at the world through the both their own and the eyes of others and, in turn, defining
themselves through both experiences. Mitchell and Donahue also discussed the differences of
experiences between students of color versus their White student counterparts.
Mitchell (2014) continued her work on community-engaged learning by conducting a
qualitative study using grounded theory with 11 women who completed a two-year
community-engaged learning experience. Mitchell used sensemaking to identify six properties of
social justice. These were, grounded in identity, retrospective, referencing, contradiction, social,
and driven by plausibility. Grounded in identity refers to students situating themselves about
social justice as a concept. Retrospective is when the students reflect on their experiences to
realign their actions to their newly shaped beliefs. Referencing is based on a students’
perspectives about their understanding of social justice. Contradiction is the reality of the
competing notions of the experience in social justice versus the expectations that one had for the
social justice experience. Social refers to the sensemaking that takes place during interactions
with others. Lastly, driven by plausibility refers to a community-engaged learning participant
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becoming more confident in not having a “right answer” within social justice work, and, instead,
becoming self-assured in their own experiences. Mitchell then applied these concepts to the
women within a community-engaged learning experience. Mitchell made it clear that, while the
social justice sensemaking properties were able to fit within this study, not all
community-engaged learning experiences allowed for social justice sensemaking.
Cuban and Anderson (2007) undertook a case study of a Jesuit university’s use of
community-engaged learning and social justice. Cuban and Anderson referred to
community-engaged learning and social justice as separate but inter-related, specifically when
dealing with education and social change. The authors identified the strengths and weaknesses of
a social justice approach to community-engaged learning and discussed the importance of
infrastructural support for community-engaged learning experiences to facilitate true social
justice. Cuban and Anderson went on to say that, in addition to university infrastructure,
commitment to growing community partner relationships is key. They concluded that it is
important to nurture these relationships and continuously confirm that the agency outcomes are
not conflicting with the university goals as that could lead to frustration for all parties involved.
Another interesting recommendation from Cuban and Anderson was for anti-oppression training
for the students before the experience.
Anti-oppression was also a theme in Dunlap et al. (2007). They created a model for
White students to go through during community-engagement experiences so as to become more
aware of their privilege. The privilege that the authors are referring to was socioeconomic status,
race, and culture. To create the model, the authors studied and reflected on the experience of 13
community-engaged learning students who had placements in homeless shelters for their service
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experiences. The model was a five-step process that included room for adjustments throughout
the experience. The stages of the process were as follows:
•

Stage 1—Trigger events: the opportunity to stimulate the service-learner’s
awareness of privilege(s);

•

Stage 2—Grappling: the beginning of the meaning-making process as the student
begins to construct meaning out of the experience;

•

Stage 3—Personalization: the student connects with a community partner and
“others” within the experience to challenge their sense of “self”;

•

Stage 4—The Divided Self: the challenge arises between the various selves
(experiential and intellectual) while students continue to construct meaning, and

•

Stage 5—Disequilibrium: the service-learner grapples with emotional confusion
through assimilation.

Dunlap et al. (2007) recognized the need for adjustments of this model and discussed the
need for a model for non-White students as well.
Themes of identifying inequity were woven throughout Einfeld and Collins’ (2008)
research regarding AmeriCorps. Einfeld and Collins conducted a qualitative study on students
participating in a university-sponsored AmeriCorps community-engaged learning experience.
Within an AmeriCorps experience, members are required to complete between 300 and 675
hours of service over a few months to a year. While a stipend is provided to the members, it is
not very large, which is why this is still considered service. Einfeld and Collins sought to identify
attitudes towards social justice after the AmeriCorps participation by conducting and analyzing
interviews. The results were that while most of the student participants were able to identify
inequality, only some agreed that they would be more committed to social justice issues than
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they were before the service experience. Also, many students developed multicultural skills and
a commitment to civic engagement. It is unclear why the commitment to social justice was not
more pronounced, but the authors did agree that length of service strengthens social justice
commitment.
With a specific focus on social justice, Green (2003) studied storytelling and
community-engaged learning She called for scholars and students to tell the difficult stories
within community-engaged learning instead of always focusing only on positive stories. Green
stated that by telling difficult stories, mainly those that deal with race and class issues,
participants can begin to unpack White privilege and acknowledge the differences in class and
cultures. She argued that “stories become a way to understand race and class differences and
with more complexity” (Green, 2003, p. 278). To demonstrate this, she wrote about her own
difficult stories and added notes on the side to show how these can be applied to
community-engaged learning education. Green also stated the importance of applying theory
about race, class, and gender logically to individual experiences.
Awareness of social justice issues was the main focus of Hughes et al. (2012). They
studied the impact of mentorship within university-based service-learning experiences to identify
if it can affect college students’ awareness of social justice issues. The participants were
self-identified as middle or upper-middle class and 31 out of 32 were female. Twenty-seven of
the students were White, two were Black, one was Asian, and one was Hispanic. While all had
previous service experience, none had worked with youth in a mentorship capacity. Hughes et al.
found that mentoring high school youth related to the college students’ understanding of poverty
and inequality within their communities. However, this study had obvious limitations in terms of
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small sample size and the lack of diversity within the sample. That being said, it can certainly be
viewed as a snapshot of experience and can serve as inspiration for further studies.
A case study was conducted by Warren (1998) providing examples of classroom
activities that can be used when incorporating social justice within community-engaged learning.
For example, an activity called “The Race” had students move from a starting point if they
experience advantages such as having a car in high school or a two-parent household. Each step
forward showed the differences between people and, at the end of the activity, participants were
asked to race to a finish line. This activity was meant to highlight that some people are given
advantages, not by their own doing, yet that greatly impact their future. “The Race” is an
excellent conversation starter and Warren highlighted how it could be used within the classroom
to set the stage for social justice consciousness-raising. Experiential learning tools such as “The
Race” can help prepare students for community-engaged learning. Additionally, these tools can
also enable students to build community within community-engaged learning settings.
Campa (2013) explored the idea that Latinas are drawn to community colleges instead of
universities. The idea of “pedagogies of survival” (p. 433) was discussed as the students
flourished within the community college setting. Pedagogies of survival were fostered from the
social, cultural, economic, and historical struggles of the students, their families, and their
communities. These struggles helped the students gain pride and wisdom which in turn, fostered
resilience. The current literature surrounding community-engaged learning discusses the
importance of building community and the pedagogies of survival as identified in this work are
great examples of that.
Another study focused on the Latina/o experience was by Cammarota and Romero
(2009). They researched and discussed how an experimental social science curriculum
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influenced Latina/o student perspectives about their potential to graduate high school and attend
college. The students’ exposure to advanced-level community-engaged learning work was the
best measure for preventing their premature departure from high school as well as preparation for
college.
Using a case study, Garcia and Harkins (2014) looked at the efficacy of a community
psychology community-engaged learning course. There were 103 students (mostly White and
female) who participated. The study analyzed written student responses surrounding diversity
acceptance. The research was conducted using two written assignments, one at the beginning of
the semester, and one at the end of the semester. Diversity acceptance at the beginning of the
semester was 20% and was 40% at the end, suggesting that participation within the
community-engaged learning course enabled the students to increase their diversity
acceptance. While there are other things that could have impacted that change, the student
responses did point to the community-engaged learning component being very important to the
student learning.
Another study that focused on social justice and community-engaged learning as a
transformative educational technique was reported by Baldwin et al. (2007). They looked at how
community-engaged learning can provide a space for undergraduate teacher candidates to
experience a deeper understanding of social justice through community-engaged learning.
Within this work, three themes emerged: preconceived notions about teaching in diverse settings;
how preconceived notions were overcome or reinforced; and learning about oneself as a teacher.
Data for this work were collected via interviews and reflective papers. The results implied that
adding a social justice component to a community-engaged learning experience offers the
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potential for teacher candidates to implore more socially just practices within their future
classrooms.
The articles reviewed in this section all have a common thread of social justice education
being used as a transformative experience for student participants. While there are obvious
limitations, this research strongly suggests that when allowed to understand and experience
social justice within the community-engaged learning setting, students are more likely to adopt a
more socially conscious outlook and practice socially just principles.
Social justice also includes gender justice and Sen (1995) argued that
community-engaged learning also must be considered through the frame of gender. This speaks
to the importance of incorporating feminist theory within community-engaged learning
experiences as a form of positive community-engaged learning pedagogy and overall social
justice.
Community-Engaged Learning and Feminist Theory
Overlapping themes within community-engaged learning pedagogy and feminist theory
permeate the literature. Shrewsbury (1993) defined feminist educational theory as a “theory
about teaching/learning process that guides our choice of classroom practices by providing
criteria to evaluate specific educational strategies in terms of the desired goals and outcomes”
(p. 8). While feminist scholars agree that there are broad applications of feminist theory in
education, Webb et al. (2002) identified six key principles: the reformation of the relationship
between professor and student, empowerment, building community, privileging the individual
voice as a way of knowing, respect for diversity of personal experience, and challenging
traditional views. Reformation of the relationship between professor and student refers to the
importance of collaboration within educational experiences that focuses on overcoming
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traditional power relationships. According to Webb et al., the principle of empowerment
involves shared power and democracy. Empowerment is also about helping students to create
their own identities. Building a community within feminist pedagogy is about creating
collaborative learning experiences that can extend beyond the four walls of the classroom.
Building a community is a relational process and is considered to be transformational (Webb et
al., 2002). Building community can be seen in examples of resilience being developed through
feminist mentoring relationships. Webb et al. defined privileging an individual voice as a way of
knowing as encouraging alternate views of authority from the teacher to the students or in some
cases the community members. This relates to the idea of “funds of knowledge” as used in some
qualitative participatory research (González et al., 2006). The principles are aimed at creating
mutual respect of differences as people have individual truths through experiences.
Challenging traditional views is the final principle set forth by Webb et al. (2002). This is
about teaching students to challenge theories and question traditional methods of education. The
traditional methods of education are considered oppressive as they are known to uphold the
hegemonic systems that dominate people who not considered part of “the majority.” Webb et
al.’s research is in no way the only view of feminist educational theory, but it provides a fairly
wide feminist lens that can be applied to community-engaged learning.
Identity creation (under the larger grouping of empowerment) is a key principle within
feminist pedagogy. According to Martin and Beese (2016), researchers found that
community-engaged learning aided in student identity development within an alternative school
setting. They conducted in-depth interviews with girls enrolled in a feminist community-engaged
learning course at an alternative high school. Within the course, the instructors integrated the
feminist curriculum paired with a community-engaged learning component. For the
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community-engaged learning project students identified feminist activists and created projects
based on what they learned from the activists. Martin and Beese explored the intersection of
feminism and community-engaged learning and found that when students participated in
community-engaged learning experiences, it increased their internal motivation and personal
identification with feminism. They stated that “service-learning is a foray into social activism;
when paired with feminist pedagogy, service-learning can lead not only to feminist identification
but also to sustained community-engagement” (Martin & Beese, 2016, p. 213). In addition to the
positive sustained community-engagement and connection with feminist identification, the
students developed overall as leaders through this experience.
A similar finding in terms of leadership development came from Michael and
Mitton-Kükner (2016). They examined the experiences of four young female students to
understand how projects inspired and informed their understanding of themselves as leaders. The
students selected their community-engaged learning projects based on personal interest. Michael
and Mitton-Kükner conducted qualitative research including interviews, field notes, and
reflective artifacts created by the participants. They found that age and gender played a huge role
in the understanding of leadership. The participants felt that age and gender had a strong impact
on how they were perceived as leaders and that they saw the need to overcome stereotypes
placed on them. Michael and Mitton-Kükner found that adolescent females needed opportunities
to practice their leadership skills through community-engaged learning projects because the
participants gained resilience to overcome the stereotypes that stood in their way in terms of
leadership development.
In another study, Ramirez-Valles (1999) explored the processes of personal change in
women’s community-engaged learning activism. She looked at the community-engagement
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experiences of women as they volunteered as activists within the healthcare setting. Qualitative
analysis was used to help the women create personal narratives of their activism experiences to
explore identity construction. Ramirez-Valles found that most of the women indicated change,
throughout their community-engaged learning work. In contrast, several women felt little-to-no
change in their sense of self through this work but did indicate that community-engaged learning
helped them to improve their work in the larger community, hence allowing them to build
community. This study discussed how nonprofit volunteering (community-engaged learning) is a
source and symbolic marker of transformations of self.
Novek (1999) also found that community-engaged learning was a transformative
experience for students and called for community-engaged learning to be used as a strategy for
feminist teaching. She described the relational aspect of community-engaged learning as
valuable in forging relationships between students, faculty, and the greater community. Novek
concluded that this connection enabled faculty members to step away from the hierarchical
environment within their classrooms and challenge power relationships. Community-engaged
learning also provides the space for students to create stronger relationships with their greater
communities and begin to value the interconnectedness of human beings which will, in turn, help
the students strengthen their sense of self.
Similar to Novek (1999), Stead and Elliott (2013) also called for a feminist approach to
experiential learning leadership experiences. Stead and Elliott stressed the importance of
educators repositioning themselves about their students and the greater communities that are
involved in experiential learning opportunities. They highlighted the need for a reflexive
approach to this work that is not always present through traditional leadership teaching. They
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hoped that this reflexive approach to women’s leadership learning will enable students and
educators to have more meaningful experiences and will strengthen them both as leaders
A feminist approach to community-engaged learning was also the focus of Gherardi and
Poggio (2007) who referred to this in their work as “experiential learning.” They discussed a
training methodology designed to stimulate leadership dimensions and discuss the gender and
leadership relationship. The narrative methodology proved to be effective because it offered
different interpretative perspectives and new meaning configurations. Within this work, the
meaning of the experience was constructed through the use of reflective storytelling. Storytelling
was a key component in capturing the experience for the women within this experiential learning
encounter.
Saegert (1989) argued that powerlessness among women can be overcome through a
sense of pride and integrity within a community-engagement experience. This links closely to the
notion of achieving resilience through community-engaged learning. The women in Saegert’s
study were gaining power and strength through their work with community-engaged learning.
Saegert examined the experiences of low-income women in limited-equity co-ops and to relate
those experiences to housing satisfaction, well-being, and ability to achieve goals. Emphasis was
placed on communication among researchers and participants. Themes of empowerment, the
community household model, and the development of communities of understanding were drawn
from the interviews.
Abrahams (1996) also explored the reflexive relationship between communities and
identity formation. She explained that work in the community can be a venue for women to
stretch across boundaries such as socioeconomics or gender. This study focused on race and
class’ influence community involvement and found that, while frequently overlooked,
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community and identity were interdependent. The discourse of their work included “giving
back” to the community, gaining personal rewards, and creating social change.
Elliott and Stead (2008) addressed the biases of more traditional conceptions of
leadership found in previous research and explored leadership outside of the business realm. The
importance of feminist mentoring emerged here within my literature review. This study moved
away from business only leadership research. Four inter-related factors emerged that connected
leaders to their community and lives. The factors were upbringing, environment, focus, and
networks and alliances. The authors suggested that prior research on leadership was possibly
gendered and individualistic unlike research done through a sociological lens. They highlighted
that leadership is more than leading people; it can also include leading ideas, communities, and
representation of issues. Elliott and Stead also promoted the idea of shared leadership because
leadership requires the contributions of various people within the group. “Community” within
this study, referred to the mentorship happening between women leaders and their networks. The
authors found that though women’s mentorship of other women, the women leaders (the
mentees) were able to become resilient through hardships.
While the aforementioned studies were focused on women, with women participants,
they were not situated in “women only” spaces. The current study focuses also on women who
are having community-engaged leadership experiences in spaces that are not women-only. It is
worth noting, though that there are different lived experiences that take place in women-only
spaces (Siebritz, 2008).
Conclusion of the Literature Review
Community-engaged learning is interwoven within the literature on social justice and
feminist theory. The themes of identity construction, building community, resiliency, strength
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development, leadership development, and overall empowerment permeate the research within
feminist theory, social justice, and community-engaged learning. The work that has been done by
the scholars connecting these theories, as reviewed in this chapter, has inspired my research and
pedagogy. To build upon the previously identified connections, I have researched
community-engaged learning specifically in the area of women’s leadership. I aimed to capture
the stories of those who have found transformation through community-engaged learning.
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CHAPTER III: METHODOLOGY
The goal of this chapter is to review phenomenology in terms of its methodological value
and application to the proposed research area of women’s leadership development as fortified by
community-engaged learning. Phenomenology is a qualitative methodology that was founded by
Edmund Husserl in the early 20th century (1913/1983; see also van Manen, 2016).
Phenomenology, expanded upon by Martin Heidegger (1927/2011), was named existential
philosophy. Phenomenology, as it is known today, has been further developed and influenced by
Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1962), Jean-Paul Sartre (1943/1992), and others. Phenomenology is
recognized as both a philosophy (as seen in its foundation) and as a methodology. I begin this
chapter by discussing the history of phenomenology and its role in the methodology of this study
on community-engaged learning. I will then present the method of the study including data
collection strategies used in this study, and in conclusion ethical considerations. Because data
collection and analysis are iterative in phenomenological work, the details of my engagement
with the women’s stories and the emergent themes of the findings are presented in detail in
Chapter IV.
The History and Philosophy of Phenomenology
Phenomenology is a qualitative research methodology founded initially in the field of
philosophy by Edmund Husserl, who “defines phenomenology as ‘the descriptive philosophy of
the essences of pure experiences’” (as cited in van Manen, 2016, p. 89). Thus, Husserl sought to
capture an experience without interpreting it. Unlike positivist thinkers who focused on
objectivity within research, Husserl was more concerned with the “essence” or essential nature of
experience (Usher & Jackson, 2014).
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Famously, Husserl argued that we should “go back to the things themselves.” The “thing”
he was referring to, then, was the experiential content of consciousness, and he was alluding to
the various obstacles that can get in the way of its pursuit. (Smith et al., 2009). To get past the
obstacles, Husserl suggested adopting a “phenomenological attitude” where one would turn
inward to deconstruct meaning that one feels towards an object or experiences.
Husserl developed a phenomenological method to achieve the phenomenological attitude;
Smith et al. (2009) explained that experiences and their consequences need to be understood as
familiar occurrences. One must “bracket” the experience to concentrate on one’s perception. It is
similar to mathematics where one would bracket an equation to solve each portion individually.
Martin Heidegger, a student of Husserl, translated phenomenology from a philosophy to a
methodology. Heidegger (1927/2011) was concerned with the phenomenon of human experience
and how human beings were immersed in a world of meanings (Usher & Jackson, 2014).
Heidegger believed that the phenomenon included relationships and activities that were
integrated into one’s existence (Smith et al., 2009). “Heidegger rejected the notion of the human
being/subject as a spectator of objects espousing that both subject and object were inseparable”
(Horrigan-Kelly et al., 2016, p. 2). Heidegger wrote about Dasein or “man’s existence” that
acknowledged existence is embedded in the world with the inability to separate from it (Cerbone,
2008; Dreyfus & Wrathall, 2008; Heidegger, 1927/2011; Horrigan-Kelly et al., 2016; Moran,
2000).
Heidegger’s (1927/2011) description of phenomenology, language, interpretation, and
discourse have been seen as leading to modern hermeneutical phenomenology including
hermeneutical art and science of interpretation of texts (Dowling, 2007; Ezzy, 2002; Gadamer,
1976; Horrigan-Kelly et al., 2016; Ricoeur, 1976). Furthermore, Heidegger pioneered
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phenomenological exploration as being understood through lived experience (Horrigan-Kelly et
al., 2016). He moved phenomenology beyond philosophy by grounding it in the lived world
rather than just the consciousness (Smith et al., 2009).
For the modern definition of phenomenology Patton (1990) began with
the assumption that there is an essence (or essences) to shared experience.
These essences are the core meanings mutually understood through a phenomenon
commonly experienced. The experiences of different people are bracketed, analyzed, and
compared to the identity of the essences of the phenomenon, for example, the essence of
loneliness, the essence of being a mother, or the essence of being a participant in a
particular program. The assumption of the essence, like the ethnographer’s assumption
that culture exists and is important, becomes the defining characteristic of a purely
phenomenological study. (p. 70)
If modern qualitative researchers are to identify essences of a phenomenological
experience, they must focus first on the shared experience itself. This process involves
researchers focusing first on the shared experience (a phenomenon) and then seeking to identify
the essences of the phenomenon through in-depth exploration and bracketing. The process of
bracketing means suspending one’s own beliefs or biases while conducting phenomenological
research (van Manen, 1990). For example, a participant might make a statement that brings up a
personal memory or feeling for the interviewer, but listener-researcher must bracket (set to the
side) that memory or the feelings it engendered to gain a deeper understanding of the person’s
experience.
Phenomenology as a research method was first used in psychiatry but expanded into a
variety of disciplines because of its focus on “lived experience” that transcends the differences
among fields (Churchill & Wertz, 2001). Cohen et al. (2000) stated that phenomenology, like
other qualitative approaches, is especially useful when researchers are looking for a new
perspective on a previously-researched topic. For example, if a phenomenon is researched
through quantitative methods, there is a story from the participants that is unlikely to have been
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told through data-gathering. Phenomenology delves deeply into an individual’s experiences
without reducing the experiences to categories or abstracting those experiences to generalizations
(van Manen, 1990). van Manen noted that phenomenology is not a theory to explain the world;
instead, it allows for rich contact with the world through the exploration of ones’ experiences.
The purpose is to explore the root of one or a few individuals’ experiences rather than
understanding multiple people’s experiences on a broader and therefore, more superficial level.
For example, rather than study the reason a large group of people might volunteer at a food
pantry, researchers can explore more deeply the experiences of one or several individuals
volunteering. The value within phenomenology is reaching understandings of the essence of the
experience, even if that essence looks different among people with seemingly the same
experience. While patterns are likely to emerge through phenomenological research, the
researcher does not have an agenda to identify trends during the phenomenological interview.
The researcher is likely to be as struck with the diversity of lived experiences she encounters as
with commonalities. The unique story is to be valued.
There are multiple types of the phenomenological method, dialogical, existential, social,
reflective, psychological, interpretive, and hermeneutic phenomenology, among others
(Creswell, 2003). For the current research, I will be relied on the interpretative
phenomenological approach which focuses people who share a particular experience and their
personal meaning and sense-making about that experience. Interpretive phenomenological
analysis is not focused on making sweeping generalizations about a large community. Instead, it
is concerned with individual stories of people who have experienced something together.
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The Relevance of Phenomenology in Studying Community-Engaged Learning
I have integrated community-engaged learning with courses I have taught for the past
five years. Throughout that time, I have seen a personal transformation for many of the students
in my classes. I began to wonder if community-engaged learning had anything to do with the
positive changes that I had witnessed. van Manen’s (2002) work on wonder in phenomenology
has greatly inspired the formulation of this dissertation, so it was only fitting to adopt a
phenomenological approach when considering the stories of the positive changes that I had
witnessed.
I have personally written letters of recommendation for students to attend graduate
school, law school, and medical school. Many of those students have not only been accepted into
their programs but have received scholarships due to their community-engaged learning projects.
I continued asking: Why do some people thrive within these community-engaged learning
experiences? What role do mentorship and resilience play? How are the stories of
community-engaged learning being told?
Much of the data that exist about community-engaged learning was quantitative as it was
focused primarily on the number of hours served in a community or the retention rates of
students in a university instead of the stories of the students or members of the communities.
Community-engaged learning is, of course, a form of experiential learning, and phenomenology
is grounded in the experience of being in the world. Thus, a phenomenological method seemed a
priori well-suited to exploring the essence of the experience of community-engaged learning.
Experiential learning can be captured best through research that honors the experiential
dimension of personal growth and discovery.
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A considerable part of community-engaged learning is reflection. According to the
Michigan State Office of Service-Learning, community-engaged learning is the intersection of
community-engagement, academic study, and reflection (Center for Service-Learning and Civic
Engagement, 2015). Without reflection, it is argued, community-engaged learning can do more
harm than good because students may inadvertently reinforce stereotypes they hold about the
community and generalize from single or a few incidents if they do not consider what they are
seeing more deeply (Ash & Clayton, 2009). Rama (2001) argued that reflection also allows
students to create meaning from their experience while also developing critical thinking skills,
communication skills, and a higher level of multicultural understanding.
Some of the current strategies for reflection that are suggested for faculty include
activities such as journals, essays, discussions, storyboards, and videos (Center for
Service-Learning and Civic Engagement, 2015). It is noteworthy that phenomenological
approaches of reflection are not evident within service-learning and community-engagement
literature, but the importance of helping students make meaning of their experiences is.
Research on community-engaged learning using phenomenology as a methodology is
limited. When a perspective is tacit or implicit—as a phenomenological perspective is in most
studies of community-engaged learning—it is difficult for the applied field to build what is being
actually done into the theory of and new practice for learning. With limited research on
community-engaged learning that explicitly uses phenomenology, the insights needed on how
service-learners actually learn remains anecdotal. My research is intended to shift this focus,
bringing the lived experiences of service learning into sharper relief. Here, to demonstrate the
value that a phenomenological approach can bring to the proposed study, I will briefly review
studies that reflect its utility in studying community-engaged learning.
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Stott and Jackson (2005) conducted a phenomenological study on middle school students
who participated in a community-engaged learning course. In this work, the school counselor
conducted qualitative interviews with service-learning student participants, their parents, and
their teachers. Stott and Jackson identified themes of personal awareness, social skills
development, learning skills, career interests, and character education that emerged through the
interview process. The use of phenomenology in this study allowed for the themes to emerge
naturally within the research process. The researchers did not start the research with themes in
mind; instead, they conducted individual interviews and identified themes based on the
responses. This research mainly supported the community-engaged learning program as well as
provided a beginning point for future community-engaged learning partnerships.
Kinefuchi (2010) also used phenomenology as a method in community-engaged research
within a study of students within a university community-engaged learning course. She
specifically wanted to examine how students make “sense of their service-learning experiences
and whether and how their written accounts of the experiences demonstrate emerging critical
consciousness” (p. 78). The students were participating in a community-engagement project
within an intercultural communication course. While the community-engagement approach was
not considered “critical service-learning”—that is, it did not seek to make fundamental changes
in the community—it was not considered fully traditional in the sense that the focus was not just
on charity. Kinefuchi had sought to identify whether this hybrid type of community-engaged
learning was able to awaken a sense of critical consciousness within the student participants. The
research used a phenomenological approach to allow for the various meanings that the students
displayed within their reflections to be explored. Kinefuchi was able to identify a sense of critical
consciousness from the student participants but the depth of the varied among participants.
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Phenomenology was a strong methodology for this type of study because it allowed the
researcher to identify and examine participants’ individual experiences rather than looking for
sweeping generalizations or patterns. This type of research also allowed the participants to use
their own words and create their meaning from the community-engaged learning experiences.
Within medical education, phenomenology has been widely used. One example is a study
by Dharamsi et al. (2010) on medical students participating in international service-learning
experiences. Phenomenology was the method used to gain in-depth information about the
students’ experiences from the students’ perspectives. Gaining information from the individual
perspectives was especially important due to the social justice aspect of the community-engaged
learning experience. Working with low-income international agencies provided the students with
intense community-engaged learning opportunities that could have turned negative if resources
and support were not provided. By using phenomenology, Dharamsi et al. were able to identify
opportunities for health advocacy and enhance the community-engaged learning experience for
the student participants and the agencies being served.
Also, within the health care field, Knecht and Fischer (2015) used phenomenology to
study community-engaged learning experiences of undergraduate nursing students. They argued
that phenomenology was the best method for this research for many reasons. First, the current
evidence of student perceptions during community-engaged learning experiences was considered
anecdotal instead of deep. Second, community-engaged learning was taking place within
vulnerable inner cities where it is important not to cause more damage than good. Knecht and
Fischer found that by listening to the voices and the stories of the service-learning student
participants (through the use of phenomenology), they were able to improve the service-learning
program and enhance the work that they are doing in the vulnerable inner-city.
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This short review of community-engaged learning literature, using phenomenology as a
method, provides strong exemplars for using phenomenology as a method within the study of
community-engaged learning. According to van Manen (2016), one of the differences between
phenomenology and other forms of research is that phenomenology “studies the world as we
ordinarily experience it or become conscious of it—before we think, conceptualize, abstract, or
theorize it” (p. 63). Community-engaged learning is a form of experiential learning; therefore,
the research method must seek to study the individual’s experience. Phenomenology allows the
researcher to dive deep into the experience while suspending judgments; it does not seek to put
the participants’ responses into categories. Instead, it allows the researcher to ask questions first,
and then possibly categorize responses. According to van Manen (2016), the intent behind
phenomenology (compared to other qualitative research) is philosophical: “At the heart of
phenomenology is a philosophically consuming fascination with the question of the origin,
sources, and meaning of meaning and meaningfulness” (p 75). Phenomenology allows the
researcher to dig down to the origins of meaning within an experience through deep reflection.
Reflection is also an integral part of community-engaged learning. Community-engaged
learning practitioners and teachers are always looking for ways to deepen reflections. Neglecting
reflection takes the “learning” out of the experience, turning it into mere volunteering.
Volunteering might sound innocent enough, but research has suggested that participants must
reflect upon their experiences to not reinforce stereotypes that might otherwise damage the
community in which they are serving (Mitchell, 2013). Also, the reflection through
phenomenological methods gives the students a chance to name their experiences and create
meaning. Research within the community-engaged learning field also calls for voices to be heard
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using their language and through their perspective, both of which are imperative within
phenomenological research.
Methods for Conducting Research Using Phenomenology
Phenomenology first emerged as a research method in the area of psychiatry.
Phenomenology was especially helpful due to its nature of the inquiry. Its presumptive
usefulness in psychiatry is clear: for researchers and practitioners are unequivocally striving to
get inside the thinking, the states of consciousness (Walsh, 1995) of the person. Unlike some
other methods of study, phenomenology does not try to fit a phenomenon into pre-determined
categories; instead, it focuses on lived experiences and tries to gain deeper insight into said
experiences. This methodology was proven to be very effective within psychiatry, and since
then, various other fields have used it, including education, health sciences, nursing, sociology,
and psychology (Creswell, 2003).
Asking open-ended questions is a key step in conducting phenomenological research.
What this means is that there is an art involved in the asking of questions. Because each question
is limited by its horizon, and consequently only focuses attention upon one aspect of the
phenomenon in question, each question calls for a follow-up question, which will bring yet
another aspect of the object of inquiry into view (Bontekoe, 1996, p. 115).
There is no perfect set of questions or follow up questions to ask because the questions
are exclusively based on the participants. It is important to note that the follow-up questions that
emerge are mainly to clarify or to get the participant to explore further into telling about the
experience. The follow-up questions are not meant to lead the participant in an alternate direction
as the participant should be the one determining the direction of the interview.
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The researcher must listen deeply to identify what the participant is saying to find ways to help
the participant investigate further into their experience. Merriam (2009) stated that within
phenomenology, researchers are interested in “(1) how people interpret their experiences, (2)
how they construct their worlds, and (3) what meaning they attribute to their experiences. The
overall purpose is to understand how people make sense of their lives and their experiences”
(p. 23). Phenomenology is interested in experiences, not examining processes (Worthington,
2010). For example, when it comes to language, a researcher might ask for clarification about
certain words or phrases that are used by the participant during the interview due to the meaning
that may or may not be attributed to them.
While conducting phenomenological research, researchers must check their
preconceptions by understanding their position about the research (Horrigan-Kelly et al., 2016).
This process is called bracketing. Bracketing refers to the person conducting the research setting
aside anything (personal thoughts or memories) that comes in the way of intersecting with the
originally lived reality of the research participant. For example, if a participant mentions a
location that happens to have a special meaning for the researcher, the researcher must bracket
any of their meaning regarding the location to authentically understand the lived experience of
the research participant. This phenomenological reduction extends to removing traditions,
assumptions, languages, and cognitions (van Manen, 2016) that could interfere with truly
understanding the participants’ lived experience.
In addition to bracketing, van Manen (2016) discussed the importance of viewing the
world through a phenomenological attitude rather than the natural attitude. The “natural
attitude,” as discussed by Husserl, is the idea that the world exists “out there, independent of our
personal human existence” (van Manen, 2016, p. 43), whereas the phenomenological attitude
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allows things to be seen through the lived experience as if it were the first time it was seen. This
means that even if the researcher has been through what they consider to be a similar experience,
they must not let their own opinions or attitudes cloud their understanding of what the research
participant is conveying. Adopting a phenomenological attitude allows the researcher to use
fresh eyes and fresh ears when conducting interviews.
For this study, I will be interviewed women individually and engaged them in a
Collaborative Reflective Group. Semistructured, one-to-one interviews are often the most
common method of data collection within phenomenology but due to the participants prior
relationship with one another, adding a Collaborative Reflective Group component was a
welcomed addition (Flowers et al., 2001). I believe that the Collaborative Reflective Group
enabled the participants to share their common experiences and reflect together. Focus groups (or
in this case, the Collaborative Reflective Group) are an acceptable form of research for
phenomenology (Flowers et al., 2001). Being in a group enabled the women to make connections
that they might not have made if they were interviewed individually.
Analysis of Phenomenological Research Findings
Meaning as identified through phenomenological research varies depending on the
individual’s lived experience. Unlike psychological meaning that develops and relies on theories
that explain human behavior, phenomenological meaning does not provide any diagnostic tools.
For example, through psychological meaning, a person might be diagnosed with anxiety.
Alternatively, phenomenological research could help investigate the meaning aspect of the term
“anxiety” as used by the participant by discussing the participant’s lived experience (van Manen,
2016).
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Lived experience within phenomenology refers to what Husserl (1939/1973) called the
“pre-predictive experience” (p. 27), which is the “now” before it has been thematized and
named. The idea is that phenomenological researchers recover the living “now” through the
research. Therefore “phenomenology tries to show how our words, concepts, and theories
inevitably shape and give structure to our experiences as we live them” (van Manen, 2016,
p. 58). van Manen (2016) stated that phenomenology is concerned with how humans experience
the world, for example, how a mother experiences childbirth, or a student experiences a test
given by a teacher. He argued that “any and every moment” can be viewed as a
phenomenological event (p. 58).
Phenomenology requires researchers to continually question assumptions and
presuppositions “that prevent us from adequately understanding and expressing in words the
living moments of immediate experience” (van Manen, 2016, p. 59). It is easy to become
disheartened when one considers that one can never truly investigate the “now” because it is
already the past by the time it is spoken. Instead of focusing on that dilemma, van Manen (2016)
called on phenomenological researchers to embrace the impossibility of true phenomenological
research. He asked phenomenological researchers to celebrate the work that phenomenology
does in terms of being “the most radically reflective and most demanding approach to the study
of life as we experience it” (p. 60). van Manen (2016) stated that bracketing and reduction
(creating meaning) are the two main components of phenomenological reflection.
As a method, phenomenology gives the researcher the ability to value the experience of
the individual in a profound and meaningful way. Unlike other forms of research that are looking
for a larger social pattern, phenomenology allows researchers to take a deep dive through
qualitative interviewing to explore the essence of one’s experience. Phenomenology lends itself
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to community-engaged learning as community-engaged learning is a transformational form of
experiential learning and its study would benefit from a methodological approach that values the
experiential component.
The Research Plan
For this dissertation, I focused on capturing the stories of women who have thrived
through service-learning and community-engagement. I selected this topic because, as an
educator, I have witnessed students (both men and women) have life-changing experiences
within service-learning and community-engagement. In this study, I sought to capture the
experiences of women who were recent graduates and had participated in
service-learning/community-engagement during their undergraduate college career.
The process and its production of research data is depicted as a set of steps in Figure 3.1
and are then described briefly.
Figure 3.1
Steps of the Research
1

• Choose participants

2

• Design and schedule interviews

3

• Conduct interviews

4

• Prepare transcripts

5

• Preliminary analysis of interviews

6

• Design and Schedule the Collaborative Reflection Group

7

• Conduct the Collaborative Reflection Group

8

• Prepare Collaborative Reflection Group transcript

9

• Analysis using IPA

10

• Reflexive Member Checking for Collaborative Reflection group themes

11

• Final in-depth individual meeting and overall analysis
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Step1: Choose Participants
I recruited female college graduates who were all recent (within the past 5 years) college
graduates from a university located in the southeast region of the United States of America. The
university is a state university with approximately 25,000 students. Some of the participants were
first-generation college students, and all had participated in a collective living-learning
community experience. College graduates were deemed to be a more appropriate group than
current college students because they had had much-needed time for reflection. Selecting this
homogenous focus group was key to helping me to explore the research question at hand because
the focus group participants were the key stakeholders in this study (Smith et al., 2009). To be
eligible in this study, participants had to meet the following requirements:
•

identify as a woman,

•

be 18 years of age or older,

•

have participated in a service-focused living-learning community,

•

have graduated college with a bachelor’s degree, and

•

have access to the internet to download Zoom video conference software and access
to a Google account.

Step 2: Design and Schedule Interviews
Six individuals agreed to participate in individual interviews followed by group
experience with the individuals from the interviews. Unfortunately, one person was not able to
attend; thus, there were five participants in this study. According to Smith et al. (2009) four to
five is an ideal group size so I chose not to recruit another participant. Although the
Collaborative Reflection group was not designed to be a focus group, an example of a hybrid
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interview-focus group model by Macleod et al. (2002), who studied family units, most closely
resembles it.
Step 3: Conduct Interviews
According to Smith et al. (2009) within phenomenology, semistructured one-to-one
interviews are the preferred method of data collection. This is because of the rapport that can be
built between the researcher and the participants, allowing the participants to share more deeply.
These interviews are also known as “a conversation with purpose” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 57)
where the purpose is informed by the research question. Therefore, I began by asking my initial
research question and followed by some more exploratory questions. The research question for
this study was “What are the lived experiences of women who have engaged and thrived in
community-engaged learning and how has this shaped their thinking about leadership after
graduation?” I asked the participants to describe their lived experiences with
community-engaged learning and then to discuss how these have shaped their thinking about
leadership after graduation. In addition to the research question, Smith et al. (2009) suggested
including a schedule to help guide the conversation. Nonetheless, they pointed out,
It is generally assumed, however, that the interview will in part be led by the participant’s
concerns, and that the interviewer will follow up matters arising, even if they are not on
the schedule, so long as they might be relevant to the research question. (Smith et al.,
2009, p. 57)
Smith et al. (2009) further suggested that “for adult, articulate participants, a schedule
between six and ten open questions . . . [taking] between 45 to 90 minutes” (p. 60) is typical. In
conducting the interview, the researcher needs to take her time when constructing and asking
questions. They suggested that if one “speak[s] slowly and clearly, allowing yourself time to
phrase questions well, it can set the tone for the participant to do likewise” (Smith et al., 2009,
p. 64). In addition, they suggested that the researcher tell participants that they are not interested
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in right or wrong answers but in the participant as an individual and in their experiences. Smith
et al. also recommended telling participants that the researcher might not be conversing back and
forth because they will be focused on listening. They suggested and discussed categories of
questions to include in this type of interview such as descriptive questions, narrative questions,
evaluative questions, comparative questions, prompts and probes. I used these types of interview
questions in the interviews. Below are some examples:
•

Descriptive: Please tell me what type of community-engaged learning you completed
during college?

•

Narrative: Can you tell me about how you first got involved in
community-engagement?

•

Evaluative: How do you find yourself leading since your experience with
community-engaged learning?

•

Comparative: How do you think your life would be if you didn’t have the
community-engaged learning experiences that you did?

For interviews of this type, six to 10 open questions (including prompts and probes) are
usually sufficient (Smith et al., 2009). I began with the aforementioned questions and then used
discretion to choose the timing and style of asking the questions. Smith et al. (2009)
recommended having an idea of the sequence of the interview but reminded interviewers to
remain flexible and follow the participant’s lead. For this study, the individual interviews were
recorded via Zoom. I subsequently reflected on the individual interviews using field notes which
were also used in the analysis.
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Step 4: Prepare Transcripts
I transcribed the recorded interviews capturing participants’ exact words and phrases. I
made notations of long pauses or laughs that might impact the understanding of the content
(Smith et al., 2009).
Step 5: Preliminary Analysis of Interviews
The first step in the analysis included my reading of all the interview transcripts to
complete a preliminary analysis. I wanted to create relevant material for the Collaborative
Reflective Group experience but not engage in a final analysis until after the participants had an
opportunity to reflect more deeply on emergent themes in the group experience. According to
Smith et al. (2009), before a focus group, a researcher should consider using additional material
to contextualize the group experience. In this case, the “additional material” that is recommended
is the individual interviews. This data was imperative in enabling me to prepare the questions
and prompts for the Collaborative Reflective Group. I shared the themes that emerged during the
Collaborative Reflective Group and built my questions surrounding those themes.
Step 6: Design and Schedule the Collaborative Reflection Group
I conducted a Collaborative Reflection Group (similar to a focus group but with more
reflection) with the same participants as the individual interviews. Flowers et al. (2001) provided
a good example of implementing focus groups within IPA but cautioned the researcher about the
challenges of analysis due to the complex nature of a group. I held the collaborative reflection
groups in a digital, synchronous format, which Smith et al. (2009) suggested as an appropriate
approach in focus groups and I concluded it would be appropriate for the collaborative reflection
groups. All five women of the study participated in the Collaborative Reflective Group via Zoom
digital meetings.
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Step 7: Conduct the Collaborative Reflection Group
The Collaborative Reflective Group occurred two weeks after the individual interviews
which gave the participants time to process their experience of the individual interview. I shared
the themes from the individual interviews with the collaborative reflection group and encouraged
the group to go deeper into these themes. Due to the participants knowing one another and
because they had shared a common intellectual experience, I believe the Collaborative Reflection
Group was able to deepen shared meanings. During this group experience, I recorded the group
session and took field notes during it, as well, after the experience I journaled my reflections on
the experience.
Step 8: Prepare Collaborative Reflection Group Transcript
I recorded the Collaborative Reflection Group session via Zoom. According to Smith et
al. (2009), a verbatim record is required for IPA. As needed, the transcript included notes of
verbal utterances including laughter or emotional pauses. Verbal utterances are captured within
brackets in the transcript. After transcribing the focus group, I conducted an in-depth analysis of
both the individual interviews and the group session.
Step 9: Analysis Using IPA
Smith et al. (2009) described analysis as an iterative and inductive cycle. There are many
strategies for doing this including line-by-line analysis of experiential claims, identification of
emergent patterns, use of audit to develop coherence, and development of narrative. I tried to
remain flexible throughout this process in order to move between the part—pieces of the
interview—and the whole—the entire interview (Smith et al., 2009). Some of the key steps that I
used were as outlined by Smith et al. (2009): reading and re-reading, initial noting, developing
emergent themes, searching for connections among emergent themes, moving to the next case,
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and looking for patterns across cases. Specifically, after reading and re-reading, I made notes in
the margins of each transcript to annotate interesting occurrences within the transcript. The
comments varied and could be commentary, inquiry, or preliminary analysis. After all of the
comments are made, emergent themes are developed based on the notes made on the transcripts.
A list of overall themes was made, which enabled me to look for connections between the
themes. This process was repeated for each of the transcripts. After the emergent themes were
identified based on analysis of each transcript, I looked for patterns between them also known as
clustering of themes in IPA. While clustering the themes together, I had to go back to the
primary transcripts to confirm that the themes were connected to the individual story and were
reflecting accurately the participants’ meaning-making.
Step 10: Reflexive Member Checking for Collaborative Reflection Group Themes
To help with the validation of qualitative research (Koelsch, 2013), participants were
asked to participate in member checking (i.e., providing feedback on research results). After the
collaborative reflection group, the participants were provided with transcripts of the collaborative
reflection group and their respective individual interviews. The transcripts included notes as well
as the analysis. Cho and Trent (2006) recommended reflexive member checking to bridge
transactional and transformational themes. When the participants are just given the transcript,
they are only addressing the transaction that took place. When they are able to see the analysis
along with the transcripts they can identify whether the researcher correctly captured any
transformation that took place within the research. Member-checking enabled the participants to
take the information from the collaborative reflection group and determine if I (the researcher)
had accurately “reported their stories” (Koelsch, 2013, p. 12). Within phenomenology, this is
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very important because the research is focused on feelings and reflections as well as the written
transcript.
Step 11: Final In-Depth Individual Interviews and Overall Analysis
The final step in the research process was holding in-depth individual interviews where
each participant was provided with a summary of the findings and given the opportunity to
reflect on their meaning. Smith et al. (2009) suggests that each participant can be given either
excerpts of the research that are relevant to their experience or the entire narrative. After they
were complete, I transcribed the final in-depth individual interviews. Following that, I
conducted an overall analysis of themes from the entire collection process including the first set
of individual interviews, the Collaborative Reflective Group, and the final in-depth individual
interviews.
Ethical Considerations
This study was conducted to uphold the respect and privacy of the participants who were
involved. While it was impossible to protect anonymity internally within the focus groups, the
members of the group already have past relationships and a sense of community. At the
beginning of our meeting, the participants verbally agreed to keep the discussions and dynamics
within confidential to the outside. Confidentiality was also be discussed in the IRB forms. In the
write-up, I took precautions to eliminate identifying factors from the individuals and used
pseudonyms in the transcripts and final reporting of findings. As an educator, I am trained in the
Federal Education Rights and Privacy Act and so did not share any identifying information about
the participants even though they have already graduated.
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In the written agreements with participants, as required in the IRB authorization
(Appendix A), I listed resources for the participants to use if they feel any emotional distress
from the research process.
Chapter Summary
This chapter aimed to explain the precepts of phenomenology and explore their
methodological value in researching community-engaged learning. I also provided a brief review
of community-engaged learning literature where phenomenology was used as a method and
discussed the need for more research of this type. In addition, I reviewed the analytic approach
using an IPA method. Lastly, I addressed the ethical considerations surrounding this research. In
Chapter V, I will elaborate on the process of data collection as it is inextricably linked to the
emergence of the themes.
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CHAPTER IV: RESEARCH FINDINGS
Chapter IV provides the findings of the study. The findings are in reference to the research
question: What are the lived experiences of women who have engaged and thrived in
community-engaged learning and how has this shaped their thinking about leadership after
graduation? Further, from their perspective have they emerged as leaders through
community-engaged learning experiences?
I will begin by providing a brief background about community-engagement as a
high-impact practice followed by an overview of the research findings. The findings are
organized by the three phases of the study. The first phase was individual interviews, the second
phase was a collaborative reflective group, and the third phase was individual debriefing of each
participant. Each phase of the study included a thematic analysis of data collected at each phase
of the study. To highlight the iterative process of data collection and analysis, the description of
each phase of the study includes expanding the details of my process with participants and the
emergent themes. In the last section of the chapter, I retell the participants’ stories, emphasizing
the dominant themes of their individual journeys.
Community-engaged learning is a high-impact experience, which has been linked to
higher grade point averages and retention rates (Kuh, 2008). The participants in this study were
also part of a living-learning community during their undergraduate experience. Living-learning
communities are residential communities where students live together, take common courses,
and participate in cocurricular activities together. Like community-engaged learning,
living-learning communities are also considered a high-impact practice. Kuh (2008) states that
stacking multiple high-impact practices together often makes the experience more valuable.
Participating in a living-learning community means that these women likely had stronger
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relationships or at least familiarity with one another because they were living together and
spending time together outside of the curriculum. In this qualitative study, it is not possible to
conclude a causal relationship between the living-learning community and community-engaged
learning experiences with their current leadership qualities. Nonetheless, from a constructivist
perspective, their subjective understanding of the role of these undergraduate experiences on
their current living space is of greater significance to the purpose of this study.
Reflection is a key component to community-engaged learning and the participants of
this study were very comfortable using reflection as it was a regular part of their undergraduate
community-engaged learning experiences. The reflective process invites participants to consider
childhood or early adolescent experiences that may have initiated their attraction to
community-engaged learning experiences. Further, the reflective interview led to the discovery
of values and ways of being with others that may have begun early in life and were further
developed and enhanced in their community experience ultimately, leading to the type of values
that they held as emerging professionals and leaders in their place of practice. Throughout the
discussion of themes, I will connect the threads of story and awareness that connect the
participants’ early childhoods, adolescence, community learning experiences and leadership in
their current roles.
Overall Findings
The research began with semistructured, one-on-one interviews with the five participants.
One-on-one interviews were done intentionally to build rapport with the participants and
establish a conversation with the purpose that would establishing the topic and depth for each
subsequent phase of the research design. Each interview lasted about 60 minutes and was
conducted via Zoom. Each interview began with explaining the purpose of the research and
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stating the overarching the research question “What are the lived experiences of women who
have engaged and thrived in community-engaged learning and how has this shaped their thinking
about leadership after graduation?”
I transcribed the video conference recordings creating a verbatim transcript of the
conversation with each participant. I made notes of long pauses or laughs as well as any facial
expressions if I felt that they would impact the analysis of the data.
Based on work by Smith et al. (2009), I used Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis’
approach to making meaning of the data, I began by reading and re-reading each transcript
independently to familiarize myself with the content and flow of the conversation. In the next
step, I left exploratory comments about “notable” instances that emerged in the interview. I
identified something as “notable” depending on the emotional impact on the participant, the
length of time spent talking about the event, or the number of times something emerged in the
interview. Concurrently, I was making notes of connections among the preliminary themes that
emerged. I only moved on to the next participant’s interview after I had completed these initial
steps of analysis. I then created tables for each participant that included a column for the
emergent theme, subtheme, excerpt from the transcript, and exploratory comments. An example
from one participant at the first stage of the research analysis is presented in Table 4.1. This
example depicts the structure of the analytic procedure and only one subtheme is used for
representation. There were anywhere from nine to 14 subthemes per person, within each stage of
the research process. Once all five interviews were analyzed for themes, I clustered the themes
together and explored for patterns across the interviews to identify common themes and their
subthemes.
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Table 4.1
Excerpt of Descriptive Comments for Nicole From Individual Interview 1
Emergent
theme
Discovery of
self

Subtheme

Excerpt of transcript

Exploratory comments

Recognizing
what brought
fulfillment

And then I ended up joining Girl
Scouts, big service organization, a lot
of service work there. And just kind
of like, every, like stage of my life, I
would say I did like some sort of like,
service organization. So it was like
Girl Scouts from like, elementary
school to middle school. In high
school, I then did anchor club and I
was part of our leadership class that
was, you know, did different drives
and we planned homecoming, it was
like our student government. But it
was a course, upgraded for and so I
did that and loved it, I really enjoyed
it, it was just also find my community
through these different things. Like, I
feel like when I am happiest when I
have a purpose, and when I’m like
doing something, especially when
I’m like doing something for the
community, and for like the people
I’m around.

Prior to this excerpt, Nicole was
explaining that her first service
experience was independent
from a large group. It took
place with her Grandma at the
library. In this quote Nicole was
discussing her first-time
volunteering with a group. She
started to realize in high school
how much she loved it.
Through this story, she made
the connection that she is
“happiest” when serving others.
I would like to ask Nicole more
about her identity and sense of
purpose based on this
conversation. Does she always
feel like she needs to be doing
something for others? Does she
allow people to do things for
her? How is this informing her
sense of self?

The preliminary analysis was used to prepare questions for the collaborative reflection. I
used the themes and subthemes from the initial individual interviews to guide the Collaborative
Reflective Group conversation. All participants came together synchronously via Zoom for the
Collaborative Reflective Group. We began the session with small talk and all participants agreed
to keep the information from the session confidential. This was a crucial part of the process
because the participants all knew each other and had mutual friends. We all agreed to create a
safe space where people could feel comfortable reflecting and sharing their experiences. After
setting the norms for the session, I brought the common themes and common subthemes from the
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individual interviews up on the screen using the share screen feature on Zoom. The participants
were surprised to see the similarities among the themes and subthemes concerning their unique
experiences. The participants guided the conversation, and I remained a facilitator during the
process. I made many notes about facial expressions and gestures, such as nodding, as many
participants used nonverbals to agree with one another rather than verbal expressions. The group
started by discussing the confidence that they gained as leaders through the various
community-engagement experiences. Mardi shared this example of Discovery of Self:
I also think when we’re in the moment other service or leading, we don’t see the bigger
picture, we’re just so into the moment of what we’re doing. And then after like, the one
hour or after whatever we’ve done, then we do see the reflection, and we do get to see the
impact we’ve done. But definitely in the moment, I feel like we’re not focused on like the
outcome or just really in the moment and doing whatever we have to do. But it is cool,
like to reflect and I think that’s really when we do see and can recognize ourselves in the
work that we are doing.
The thought of them being able to “recognize ourselves in the work that we are doing” was
significant because Mardi pointed out how connected community-engagement is to their
leadership identities. Many times, the women did not name themselves as leaders, rather they
spoke of leading in a particular manner in their current living space.
The group members agreed with Mardi, and some shared how their community-engaged
leadership journey impacts their current work. For example, Mo is a teacher, and she is leading a
“Kindness Week” project for her students to participate in, which was inspired by her
community-engaged learning work during her youth and college years. This led the group to
consider the importance of Empathy. Empathy they agreed was critical to their leadership. Ariel
shared that she didn’t realize the role that empathy had in her life until her community-engaged
learning project accentuated this quality and she reflected on its impact in leadership after she
graduated college. Nicole chimed in, agreed, and spoke of her difficulties as an empathetic
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person while in law school. Nicole didn’t specifically call it “leadership” but she spoke
extensively about how she was leading study groups with her classmates, a practice that was not
commonly done within her law school due to the tension of everyone being in competition with
one another. She reminisced back to the community-engagement experiences she had when her
and her classmates would work together on projects. She was surprised at the lack of
collaboration in law school.
Other group members echoed this tension in their professions as well. They reflected on
their college years, how much space they had for serving others, and how refreshing it was to be
around like-minded people. The participants talked fondly about the sense of community that
they had and how they missed it. They recognized that they were always “givers,” even in their
familial relationships. Nicole started sharing her Family Experience and how the family
disruption made her emerge as a leader within the family. Rosie and Mo both chimed in with
similar experiences, and all three shared that they felt responsible for their families. They
reflected that the responsibility that they felt at an early age made them leaders within their
homes. This also helped them see responsibility as a leadership quality. Ariel extended this
discussion by remarking how her community learning had helped her to set boundaries with her
own family. Mardi connected to Ariel’s experience with boundaries and her tendency to give too
much. All of these qualities contributed to their professional capacity to lead with boundaries
that still allowed them to give to others. Mardi took the opportunity to offer advice to her peers
that they were happy to receive. Mardi gave them the advice, to leave work at the office,
meaning not to take it home with you. Nicole noted that while all of the participants have very
different career paths, they are all in roles where they are engaged with helping others in some
way. The conversation on Transformation began, and while the participants understood that they
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were “leading” in their current roles, most of them questioned whether their work was enough to
fulfill them personally and professionally. Each participant had a full-time job in their field, but
most did not see their current job as the end goal for their career. In addition, most were longing
for the connections that they once had with like-minded individuals. The Collaborative
Reflection Group served as a space for connection and the participants felt a deep kinship based
on common experiences and values.
Nicole and Rosie were by far the most comfortable in the group setting and shared easily
and candidly personal stories throughout the time together. Mo and Mardi were a little more
reserved at the start of the session but once they started to share, they found that they discovered
that they had much to add to the conversation. Ariel was late to the session but was able to jump
right in after apologizing for being tardy. Ariel shared that she got a flat tire on her way home but
was able to get it resolved. We all told her that we understood if she wasn’t able to attend due to
her circumstances, but she said she was looking forward to it since her first individual interview.
Surprisingly, Ariel shared extensively in the Collaborative Reflective Group, she was more
reflective than in her initial interview.
After completing the Collaborative Reflective Group, I began the analytic process. Like
the first round of interviews, I transcribed the session and checked for accuracy. I matched my
notes from the interview to the transcript (for example, when people laughed, nodded in
agreement, and so forth). I made reflective notes on the transcripts with exploratory comments
that I could follow up on during the final individual debriefing interview. After careful analysis, I
determined no new themes or subthemes from the Collaborative Reflective Group. Nonetheless,
all participants shared something new about their experiences or provided more background and
depth to what was previously shared in the individual interviews. The group process enhanced
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the participants’ recall of incidents and allowed them to reflect on shared experiences and the
impact on their leadership journey.
Based on the Collaborative Group Reflection transcript, I created a table for each
participant that included the emergent theme, subtheme, excerpt of the transcript, and
exploratory comments. I have included an example of this from Rosie, a member of the
Collaborative Reflection Group in Table 4.2 found below.
Table 4.2
Excerpt of Descriptive Comments for Rosie From Collaborative Reflective Group
Emergent
theme
Empathy

Subtheme

Excerpt from transcript

Exploratory comments

Putting
others
before self

I can imagine that that’s really
emotionally taxing to have to be there
for all those students and everything
like that. I mean, the only experience
that I have with it is towards the end
of my junior year and into my senior
year of high school, my parents had
separated and they’ve since divorced.
I was always putting my mom before
myself, in a lot of ways, always being
there for her. Especially, you know,
during the divorce when it was kind
of her decision, she was just really
kind of affecting my mental health. I
think if the question is at ‘what point
does that relationship affect your
mental health?’, like you love your
students, and you want to be there for
them. And I think that that’s
awesome. And I wish I had teachers
like that I had some but not at all. But
I think for me, I tried to be there for
my mom personally so much. And
this was only one individual, I can’t
imagine 100 and whatever it is. I had
to kind of cut off the relationship with
her. Because it was affecting me too
much. And I just I needed to get back
to myself. So yeah, it’s really
exhausting to be an empathic person,
when you feel everything.

Rosie was directing this
comment to Mardi and
Mo. Rosie was
impressed by their
ability to demonstrate
empathy when it came to
their relationships with
students. Rosie shared
that she had been putting
her mother before
herself for years. This is
the first time Rosie has
mentioned separation
from her mother and the
need for boundaries. She
also referred to being
empathetic and how the
exhausting the mental
load of caring for others
can be.
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This example was notable because, in the initial interview, Rosie did not make any
comments about her mother or boundaries as she did not see the connection between this
experience and her leadership development journey. While participating in the Collaborative
Reflective Group, however, Rosie shared in more depth than she had previously and realized that
her early experience as a leader within her home enabled her to take more responsibility during
her community-engaged learning projects and experience being a leader outside of the family.
An exchange between Rosie and in the Collaborative Reflective Group reflects the
importance of community to the participants and the importance of being connected to others.
Being in a connected community was a critical benefit of their college experience in
community-engaged learning.
Rosie: I think what I’m struggling now is I feel like I’ve got a decent job where they’re
providing me help with education, and then working on getting a designation in
insurance. I’ve got a great family here. But I don’t have a ton of friends. That’s
kind of the only thing missing in my life is social aspect. And I know that that’s
been heavily impacted by the pandemic. But also, I graduated in May didn’t really
ever graduation, all of my friends kind of moved away. So, it’s been hard in that
aspect. I contemplate kind of every day whether I need to make a radical change
to, you know, some other remote part of United States and start over and
challenge myself in that way. And then some ways. I’m like, that doesn’t make
any sense for me right now. That’s not what’s gonna make me happy. If I’m not
happy in ____, I’m probably not going to be happy in New York
City by myself. So, I don’t know where I’m at. That’s probably the only aspect of
my life that I feel like I’m struggling and what am I missing? And yeah, I don’t
really know what the future holds.
Nicole: I definitely feel that Rosie, I can tell you being lonely in New York is one of the
hardest experiences that I’ve had since moving here because you’re constantly
surrounded by people and it’s like, you’re never away. You know, I am looking at
my neighbors into their apartment right now. And I can handle cars and I walk
outside. And there’s people and like, I live in a quiet neighborhood. And it’s hard
when you’re lonely and you’re surrounded by people. It’s a weird feeling that I’ve
never experienced and never thought I would experience but the pandemic has
really impacted that. And I think that’s definitely a transformation that I am
hoping to like, similarly go on is like, finding my community, finding my people
finding friends, because it’s been, it’s been hard moving to a new place where you
moving to a new place, when I don’t have a ton of free time to like, join an
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intramural team, it was just kind of like or join a book club. I don’t know, just like
anything that people do to make friends. I don’t really know what they how they
do that. But I just kind of thought going to school would do that. But then coming
in realizing that I am so different than everyone around me. And I’ve never been
in an environment where I felt so different from everyone has been hard. And it’s
been challenging. And it’s something that I hope to transform as I get out of
school. And hopefully, we’ll have a little bit more free time. And hoping I get to a
firm or at an organization where I can log off at five or six or seven and just like
have a couple hours to myself where I’m not like, I need my reading, I need to
call a network, I need to call network I need to like network call or need to go to
event and personally, that’s the transformation I hope to go on. professionally.
I’m at a big crossroads in a big transformation time. I graduated in May. And one
thing they don’t tell you about going into law school, if you’re not in big law, you
won’t graduate with a job, likely.
Prior to this, neither Rosie nor Nicole spoke about being lonely and missing community
in their current living situations. During their exchange, Mo and Mardi were both nodding in
agreement. It seemed that the participants were agreeing that relationships were a key component
to being happy and they were experiencing a significant sense of loss.
The last step of data collection after the Collaborative Reflective Group was individual
debriefings with each participant. I began each session by member checking the Collaborative
Reflection Group themes that I had developed. The themes stimulated the participants to expand
on their responses and share more in-depth stories about their leadership development. Again, I
transcribed all debriefings and read them for accuracy. I completed multiple readings of all
debriefing interviews and made notations regarding the themes and subthemes on the transcripts.
An additional table for each participant reflecting the emergent themes and subthemes of her
experiences was created. Excerpts of relevance from the transcripts accompanied all themes.
This final step in the data collection helped the participants reflect on their experience of
the entire research process. The participants often referred to specific instances of the
Collaborative Reflective Group that they wanted to discuss further. For example, Mo shared that
earlier that she was at a crossroads in her career and during the final interview told a story of the
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conflictual feelings in her decision in taking the next career step. Table 4.3 provides an excerpt of
Mo’s comments from the final interview.
Table 4.3
Excerpt of Descriptive Comments by Mo From Final Individual Interview
Emergent theme

Subthemes

Excerpt of transcript

Discovery of self

Recognizing
what brought
fulfillment

And I love them you know, and I
love seeing them every day. And I
love that they like to come to my
class before they go to class in the
morning, you know, they make
their parents come drop them off,
right as school is supposed to the
doors open so that they have 15
minutes and they can run up they
can say hi to me, show me their
whatever they want to show me, tell
me how their night was and then go
to class. Like I have almost 15 kids
now probably that come to me in
the morning. More than that more
and more kids come into my
classroom, within those minutes
before school, then kids that are
actually in my first period in class,
because half of them are online.
And, and they just want to go, you
know, and I love that they love to
come in, and they would be they
would be so mortified and hurt if I
all of a sudden just wasn’t there
next year.

Exploratory
comments
Mo really loves the
relationships she
has with her
students. She feels
a deep connection
with them and is
very fulfilled in her
role as an educator.
Unfortunately, she
is struggling
because she feels
responsible for her
students’ emotions
but is also
struggling with the
idea of not being
their teacher next
year, even though
she would like to
travel or switch to
another position.

Themes and Subthemes
All three stages of the research process enhanced the understanding of the emergent
themes and subthemes. The four common themes that emerged across all phases of the analysis
were: discovery of self, family experience, empathy, and transformation. Although specific label
of leadership did not emerge, it was the subtext of meaning as the themes described the origins,
discovery, and qualities of leading in their current communities. The meaning of each of these
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themes and their subthemes with excerpts from the transcripts are presented in this section and
will enhance the connective tissue across themes, community-engaged experiences and leading
in place. Table 4.4 shows a summary of primary themes, quotes, and interpretive notes. This
section will discuss each theme and illustrate the meaning with excerpts from the different
phases of the data collection process.
Table 4.4
Common Themes and Subthemes From the Research
Themes and Subthemes
Nicole

Mardi

1.1 Recognizing what brought
fulfillment

X

X

1.2 Self-awareness of skill or talent

X

1.3 Understanding boundaries and
needs to accomplish things

X

Participants
Rosie
Ariel

Mo

CRG

1. Discovery of self

X

1.4 Confidence in who they are

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

2. Family experience
2.1 Family Disruption (divorce,
disconnection)

X

X

X

X

2.2 Adoption
2.3 Values differing from family

X

2.4 Values similar to family

X

X
X

X

X

X

X

X

X

3. Empathy
3.1 Putting others before self

X

X

3.2 Recognizing the needs of others

X

X

X

X

X

X

3.3 Responsibility for how actions
impact others

X

X

X

X

X

X

3.4 Connections to others emotionally

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

4. Transformation
4.1 Skill development

73
X

4.2 Relationships with
others/community (self-authoring
ways of looking at the world)

X

X

X

4.3 Values development

X

X

X

X

X

4.4 Emotional intelligence

X

X

X

X

X

4.5 Who they want to be in their
work and connections

X

X

X

X

X

X

Discovery of Self included the subthemes: recognizing what brought fulfillment,
self-awareness of a skill or talent, understanding boundaries and needs to accomplish things, and
confidence in who they are. This theme dealt with the women engaging in introspection, and
through reflection, the women began to have realizations that impacted their leadership journey.
For example, in her first interview, Nicole shared this example of Recognizing what brought
fulfillment:
And then one of my friends was just like, just take a bunch of random classes, like take a
law class. If you don’t like it, at least you’ll understand this view more. Right? Might as
well. And so, I took it I took intro to law and then a legal writing course, my next
semester after freshman year, and I loved it. I absolutely loved it. More of the legal
writing than the internal law class, I loved the professor and he worked at an abuse
shelter. I was like, “Alright, well, like this is all kind of lining up.” I went into him for
like extra help. And he offered me to like come and shadow him at the abuse shelter that
I’ve already tried to get into. But they told me “no” because I was too young. And was
just like, Alright, well, this is my and I’m totally gonna do it. And I did it and
immediately changed. No, I think I did communications for a semester and was like, I can
do anything with a communications degree. So, I might as well try it and loved the
classes, but then changed my major to legal studies. And then never really looked back.
And after that it was just all hands on deck getting ready for law school.
This example from Nicole is reminiscent of self-leadership, where people engage in
self-evaluation as they emerge as leaders (DiLiello & Houghton, 2006). Leading scholars
emphasize the importance of leadership identity, specifically in college students. Komives et al.
(2005) stated, “Understanding the process of creating a leadership identity is central to designing
leadership programs and teaching leadership” (p. 594).
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Family Experience included the subthemes: family disruption, adoption, values differing
from family, and values similar to family. In her first interview, Mardi shared this example of
Values similar to family when discussing an early childhood service experience:
My dad and I always did the Christmas Pageant. So I always worked backstage I
think since I was three, but of course, I didn’t know what serving was. But as the
years went on, I was always there every year. That’s my favorite Christmas
tradition, just working backstage. And there were like, couple performances
throughout December. So then just being able to work with him and just serve our
community, definitely started everything. And that was before I knew what
serving was and volunteering was.
Mardi recognized that her values in serving as a leadership development tool were
something she learned from her father. Muijs et al. (2004) state that understanding early
childhood development can be a key to understanding leaders; furthermore, researchers must
explore familial relationships to better understand leaders.
Empathy included the subthemes: putting others before self, recognizing the needs of
others, responsibility for how actions impact others, and connections with others emotionally.
Rosie shared examples of empathy in the first interview and Collaborative Reflective Group but
didn’t refer to herself as an empath until the final individual debriefing. Rosie shared this
example of Recognizing the needs of others:
I think that’s just who I am, like we discussed in the group interview is that like, a
lot of us were felt like we were empaths and I, I just know that about myself from
a young age. I used to walk down the streets in Philly with my grandmother and
see a homeless person and just feel like so sad and just feel all that they were
feeling in some ways.
This specific example, and the larger umbrella of empathy, falls under the larger
umbrella of interpersonal competence. Interpersonal competence refers to the level of ability for
people to relate to others in an emotional manner (Buhrmester, 1990).
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Transformation included the subthemes: skill development, relationships with others,
values development, emotional intelligence, and who they want to be in their work and
connections. This is different from transformational leadership theory because it is not explicitly
tied to organizational culture like many of the flagship articles of the theory suggest (Bass &
Avolio, 1993). This specific type of transformation is more closely related to transformation
theory in the educational setting, which refers to learners having the ability to construct meaning
around their own experiences with transformation (Mezirow, 1994). For example, in the final
individual debriefing, Nicole shared:
I still have the same opinions about the transformation that I’ve gone through and
like how it all plays into my career and what I want to bring into my career, that I
learned through service and service learning. I know that there’s going to be so
much of what I have learned through service learning that I’m bringing into my
work because it’s public work.
Nicole had the realization that her transformation as a leader through her
community-engagement was directly impacting her work. She selected that work because
she wanted to give back to the public, and she credits her education for helping her
construct meaning from her experiences.
After looking at all participant tables, I created a larger table that included the
emergent themes and the subthemes within them (see Table 4.4). I then added columns to
notate if participants experienced each of the subthemes throughout the research
experience. I also included the Collaborative Reflection Group in a column to show if the
subthemes were present during that session. Lastly, I have noted if the emergent theme
served as a dominant theme for the participant.
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Retelling the Women’s Stories
In this section, I recap the women’s stories and embed the themes and subthemes within
the narrative. In an interpretive phenomenological analysis, it is imperative to honor the
individual story while connecting the whole of the experience to the parts embedded within;
offering the fullness of the personal experience before moving into the collective overarching
elements present throughout the entire group is an essential part of this type of research.
The Story of Nicole
Nicole is a 25-year-old White woman who graduated with a bachelor’s degree in Legal
Studies. While Nicole was not technically a first-generation student, she was faced with many of
the same barriers that many first-generation college students face. Nicole’s mother went back to
school while Nicole was in high school and was unable to provide Nicole guidance regarding the
university process. Nicole’s parents were divorced and she was the primary caregiver for her
younger sibling. She was responsible for funding her education which included applying for
grants, scholarships, and work-study positions. She was a leader within her home from a young
age. During college, Nicole spent much of her free time doing community-engagement work
within the impact area of gender equality, specifically helping victims of sexual assault and
domestic abuse. She also held leadership positions at the university in the Student Government
Association. Nicole received various awards and accolades for her community-engagement
work during her undergraduate career, including being recognized as Student of the Year
through a state-wide service-focused organization. Nicole also received the Student of the Year
award for her service efforts through the university as well. After graduation, Nicole received a
scholarship to law school in a different part of the country. Nicole did not know anyone at her
law school or anyone in the state in which she moved to. Nicole spoke about some hardships she
overcame in law school due to her collaborative rather than competitive nature. She recently
graduated from
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law school and received a position as a law clerk, which is a significant entry-level role for her
career path. Her overall goal, as an attorney, is to become skilled in collaborative divorces.
Discovery of Self. During the first interview, Nicole spoke in-depth about her upbringing
and how her experience in the community helped her find a sense of purpose. Nicole shared, “I
feel like I am happiest when I have a purpose, and when I’m like doing something, especially
when I’m like doing something for the community, and for like the people I’m around.” Nicole
was Recognizing what brought fulfillment. This sense of purpose and responsibility for others
emerged throughout the individual interview and carried through to the final individual debrief.
Nicole shared that part of the reason she got involved in Law, was her family experience with
divorce. Nicole didn’t want others to have the same trauma that she did. Nicole saw the
emotional part of the process as something she could handle. She states:
I don’t know, there’s many people, and so many people shy away from family law, like
they do not want to do it. It’s not frowned upon, but it’s just kind of like looked at as this
like, highly emotional, like, you’re not a lawyer, you’re their therapist kind of thing. And
I love that I want to do it. Everyone is just kind of, like scared of it. And I see why.
Because it is so highly emotional.
Nicole recognized that the emotional aspect of family law was something to which she
was drawn. Throughout the research process, Nicole shared how her triumphs became something
that brought fulfillment.
During the individual debrief, Nicole spoke about her work as a rape crisis advocate;
work which was community-engaged learning that she did during college. She shared that it
wasn’t until she reflected on her work as a rape crisis advocate, that she realized she had a skill
in dealing with others’ trauma. This is an excellent example of Self-awareness of skill or talent.
Furthermore, that skill set could be applied to other types of traumas, specifically divorce. Nicole
stated:
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I’ve been through the hardest of hard traumas, minutes after this, like their assault
happened. Like, they’re lashing out and taking their anger out on me. It doesn’t get much
worse than that. And if I can handle that, like, I know, I can handle a breakup, essentially,
which is what divorce is, it’s a breakup, it’s a really long, drawn-out breakup. And so, I
know I can handle that. And it really has given me the confidence that I have, like needed
to be like, okay, I could handle that and could handle like, the highly emotional aspect of
it. Because I’ve handled such high emotion crisis crises in the past.
While this subtheme was not present in the first interview, in conversation with the
group, Nicole began to reflect on Understanding boundaries and needs to accomplish things.
Within this excerpt from the final debriefing, Nicole started by referring back to the mental
health struggles that had been shared during the group session and later related it to herself:
I don’t think we’re supporting women and a lot of ways, but especially in mental health,
because so many symptoms show differently in women than they do in men. And like,
they’re still in your face, but people don’t realize it. And like, I don’t know, I just had this
like, need to like, solve all the world’s problems and be out in the community and fix
everything and like, pour, pour, pour and was never. And looking back. I was like, this
should have been such a red flag for myself that I was like, running on empty for four
straight years. And like, was, like filling up a little bit but was like, still I felt so drained
and like, oh, not that felt super drained. I just felt like I should always be doing more.
Nicole refers to “pour, pour, pour” as “pouring from an empty cup.” She looked back on
leading and serving in the community and realized that she did not set up boundaries. She also
made the observation based on the Collaborative Reflection Group, that many of her female
peers struggled with this issue as well.
Family Experience. Considering Nicole’s career goal of becoming a collaborative
divorce attorney, it should come as no surprise that Family Disruption is woven throughout the
narrative of her story. Nicole shared that she almost strayed away from Family Law due to her
parent’s divorce. Still, after realizing her emotional intelligence and abilities to navigate the
trauma of others, she decided that it would be a good role for her. It was remarkable to see
Nicole turn what could have been a breaking point in her life into a strength that she uses to help
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others. She was drawn to disruption throughout college and served through her
community-engaged learning work in this area due to her experience with it.
Nicole shared that responsibility was a value that she had from a very young age. She was
always responsible for taking care of herself which quickly turned into her taking care of her
brother. This choice was Values differing from family because this care for others was not a value
that her family shared.
You know, it was my responsibility to like get myself ready for school and get ready for
cheerleading. And then it turned into like, okay, no well can handle herself, she can
handle her brother so that it’s like turned into me getting us ready for school, us getting
ready for after school activities and signing us up and forging all of the signatures on our
permission slips because like, they just wouldn’t do it. And it started very young. And
then it continued, well, I mean, forever, into, you know, getting ready for college, my
parents never like they never did it, they never got ready for college. So, they didn’t take
the ACT or the LSAT. So, I self-studied, signed myself up, signed all the like, fee
waivers are able to like, somehow find a way to like get them for free. So, I was able to
like do that they just never like were responsible for me and my academics or like, after
school stuff. So, I was very responsible for that. And then this just kind of always stuck
with me that like I’ve always had this like, heightened sense of responsibility for myself,
which very easily translated into a high sense of responsibility for others and has weaved
into all of my relationships.
This care and responsibility have turned into part of who she is now and she was able to
see how it has seeped into her relationships with others. She was a leader within her family unit
and her college experiences with community helped her transform that role into different areas of
her life.
While Nicole had a somewhat disruptive family situation, there were times that she
shared Values similar to family members. She shared a story of her first “service experience”
where she and her cousins used to put on performances at their local library. Her grandmother
had been very involved in public service at the library and set up the opportunity for her. Her
grandmother also got her engaged in making gift boxes for underprivileged youth during the
holiday season. Nicole credits her grandmother for getting her engaged with serving her
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community from a young age, even though Nicole did not believe that her former experience was
true “community-engagement.” She viewed her grandmother as a leader in her life.
Empathy. One of the main community-engaged learning projects that Nicole was
involved in was serving as an on-call rape crisis counselor. Nicole commented about how naive
she was going into the experience and how scared she was.
I was like, well, at least that’s over. I’ll know, that’ll never happen again. And the next
one happened. And the same thing happened. And it was awful. It was so bad. But like, it
needs to be done. Like those people still need someone to be there. But every single time
I was so terrified of it. But at the same time, like they’re 10 times more terrified than I
am.
Nicole never let her own fear come before her compassion and care for others. She was always
Putting others before self. Nicole went on to earn over 1,000 service-learning hours during her
time as an on-call rape crisis counselor. While she was terrified of this type of work, Nicole
shared that she felt that she had to keep doing it to help others.
Recognizing the needs of others is something that often comes up in conversations with
Nicole. The following excerpt is regarding Nicole discussing mental health resources that were
available at the university and how she didn’t use them because she didn’t want to take a spot from
someone else who needed it more:
I remember one time. I don’t remember what was going on. But I was like, we have free
counselors on campus. Maybe I should go see them. And then so I gave them a call and
was like, hey, I’d like to set up an appointment. And they were like, what are you dealing
with? And I was like, just kind of want to chat. And they were like, Alright, there’s a
nine-month waiting list. Nine months, and they were like, we’re only really taking really
severe cases. And I was like, Alright, I’m not severe by any means. I don’t need to take
the spot.
She had some mental health struggles, but even in her struggles, she was able to look
outside herself and consider the needs of others who had “more severe” (her words) needs.
Nicole’s propensity for putting others before herself came up time and time again within this
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research process. At one point, she shared a story about when she was in law school, and she
started hosting study groups for her classmates. Her classmates were surprised because of the
competitive nature of law school. At Nicole’s school, it was very uncommon for students to
work collaboratively. Nicole was used to working collaboratively as she often did during her
community-engaged learning projects. She was not concerned with competition, in fact, the idea
of competition did not threaten Nicole; rather, she was more concerned with helping her
classmates succeed. Nicole took Responsibility for how actions impact others and wanted to
support her classmates.
Nicole referred to herself as emotionally intelligent a few times throughout the research
process. She also shared that she was often responsible for the well-being of family members and
friends. During her time as a rape crisis counselor (during community-engagement work), Nicole
demonstrated the ability to connect with victims at highly emotional times in their lives to lead
them to safety. Later, Nicole worked with victims as they took their cases to court. Nicole’s
compassion and empathy served her well in that role, and she was able to make Connections to
others emotionally. As she moves into her future as a collaborative divorce attorney, Nicole
stated that she plans on using her ability to connect with others as a tool as she helps people to
navigate the end of their marriages. Nicole brought up that she felt that connection was a
necessary component of leadership.
Transformation. During her undergraduate years, Nicole thrived within the classroom
setting, and this changed when she went to law school. Nicole felt that everyone was very
competitive rather than collaborative, and she often felt like an outcast among her classmates.
Eventually, Nicole took a leadership style assessment in law school that profoundly changed how
she saw herself concerning others.
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I was the only person in my class that had it. And I was like, this is just like such an
example of like, the like, my leadership style isn’t these people’s leadership style. It’s just
not, I don’t identify with a lot of like, their motives and their ideas of what leadership is
and what service is. And it was like such concrete evidence I like, I’m not crazy. I’m not
like making this up my head, like I genuinely just like work differently than them. And it
shows in a lot of different ways. I have done very poorly, like grade wise, in law school,
it hasn’t come out like I did much, much better in undergrad than I have here. And it’s
just my brain works in a different way.
This “aha” moment helped Nicole understand that her values and way of being with
others differed from many of her peers. Eventually, she found that mediation and family law was
an example of Skill Development and was something more suited to her. When she saw it, she
started thriving.
Nicole, from a young age, saw leadership and service going hand in hand. She had this
as an example of Values development:
I think it was always thrown at me very clearly, that like, and even like, in Girl Scouts,
they were like, you know, your purpose is really to, like serve your community, like
you’re gonna learn all this stuff. And like, we’re gonna teach you to be like strong
women and like leaders in your community, but like we’re doing that through, you know,
picking up trash on the side of the road, you know, and like that. It’s not glamorous
service, but like, they would always do a really good job of like, tying the leadership into
the service in a very clear way. As well as it’s just our class was genuinely called
leadership, like it was leadership class in high school, and 90% of what we did was
service. And like, we would have some coursework that we would do, and it would just
be geared around that. Service and leadership and leadership and service.
To Nicole, Leadership and Service were values that were intrinsically connected. Within
the study, Nicole came back to that leadership and service connection many times.
But I think I really am drawn to it, because it requires a high level of emotional
intelligence. I mean, on my cover letter, there’s a whole. I mean, there’s three paragraphs,
and one whole paragraph is that like, I didn’t do well in law school, because I think I’m
highly emotionally intelligent and can handle the rigors and the people and the personal
issues that arise when you’re dealing with someone’s divorce.
At this point, Nicole had come full circle in understanding her strengths as a person and
as a leader. She realized that even though her resume might show that she didn’t excel in
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portions of law school, she still had value as an attorney. And that value came in the form of
Emotional Intelligence, a characteristic uncommon in her experience of law as a field of practice.
Nicole spoke about the transition from college into law school and then post-graduation.
“Now, you never think about it. Also, you never really think about being 26, never think about
being 25 or 26. Like what that looks like.” Nicole continued, “But being 25 and 26. You’re like,
I don’t know what’s going on. I don’t know who was around me. I don’t know where I am.” This
tension with her identity came during the individual debrief after referencing a conversation
about “crossroads” in the Collaborative Reflection Group. Like many of the other participants,
Nicole shared that she felt like she was unsure Who they want to be in their work and
connections. She was proud that she graduated from law school, but was nervous as she was
embarking on the early stages of her career. Nicole shared that she was so used to feeling like a
leader that starting something new (where she wouldn’t be the leader). Nicole knew that her new
position would not be a leadership role, but she was still excited to begin.
The dominant theme of Nicole’s story was Empathy. Nicole shared countless examples of
empathy throughout her story, especially when discussing her work as a volunteer rape crisis
counselor. Nicole spoke at length on how her empathy was seen as a weakness by many of her
classmates in law school and how different that was from her undergraduate experience. During
her undergraduate experience, empathy was encouraged and supported through curricular and
cocurricular community-engagement opportunities. Nicole believes that empathy is a necessary
part of leadership.
The Story of Mardi
Mardi is a 25-year-old Chinese woman who was adopted by American parents as an
infant. As an Asian Woman, Mardi is classified as a Historically Underrepresented Minority
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Student (HURMS). Mardi is an only child. In college, Mardi was an Education major and an
honors student. In terms of her community-engagement, during her undergraduate career, Mardi
worked for the Office of Service-Learning in social justice, special education, and youth
development. Mardi won many awards for her community-engagement work and led many
successful projects. Mardi was also very involved in the Multicultural and Leadership
Development (MLD) Office. Mardi was selected to lead alternative break trips through the MLD
Office that inspired her to lead an expedition of fellow Chinese adoptees on a trip to China.
Mardi received various awards and accolades during her undergraduate career, one being a
college-wide recognition for her service work. Mardi is currently working as a teacher at the
local school system but is interested in a career in higher education, specifically in the areas of
community-engagement and multicultural leadership development.
Discovery of Self. Mardi struggled in taking the standardized tests required for her
major, and she had failed the test more than once and was getting ready to retake it. During the
time between test attempts, Mardi had been leading community-engagement projects in the areas
of education and youth development. Mardi was Recognizing what brought fulfillment. She came
to realize when it came to being an educator that,
And then also, I think, to what the whole career thing, I don’t know what else I would do.
So I think that, like, I was like, I can’t see myself doing anything else. So I think that also
that aspect helped the whole thing too, because it’s like, like with the test. Those tests
were a struggle. So I think and then when I was like, okay, well, I’m taking this test for
the third time. And I was like, well, what other options in college like it was before,
obviously, like the higher ed thing, but like, what other field could I do besides
education? So I think it was always, always stuck with me was the education.
Mardi was speaking about how being a leader in other areas helped her to have the
inspiration to persevere and retake the test to remain an education major.
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As a very busy college student, Mardi spoke in her interview about feeling burned out by
some of her work. The feelings of burnout and Understanding boundaries and needs to
accomplish things came up for her dramatically during the Collaborative Reflection Group.
Mardi shared, “I talked about in the group thing I’ve definitely even though it is my second year
I’ve learned not to do anything outside of work.” Mardi spoke to the rest of the group about how
her community-engagement and leadership work was fulfilling, but that she found it hard to be
as involved once she graduated and started in the workforce. During her first year as a teacher,
she tried to continue with her outside leadership and community-engagement work (just as she
had in her undergraduate career) and quickly realized that it was too much. While she is not
currently involved as a leader (by her standards) at her school, she spends a little extra time on
various committees and student clubs. Her standard of doing “nothing outside of work” is not
literal; it just means that she is doing much less than she used to.
Family Experience. Adoption was a theme that was present throughout Mardi’s story.
Mardi was adopted as an infant from China. Part of her leadership journey was serving as a
leader on a special trip to China for adoptees. During that trip, community-engagement was
woven into the experience as the attendees volunteered in an orphanage, similar to where they
were placed as orphans. Mardi credits the trip for helping her delve deeper into her own identity
as she didn’t talk about it as a child.
It was a 10-day program to China, in Beijing. And it was this specific trip was with other
adoptees. Um, so that was really cool. Because I haven’t really talked to other adoptees.
I mean, I had some friends growing up, but we were a little you don’t really talk about
that when you’re a little. So now, like at a college level was really cool to dig deeper into
that.
The trip also served as a connection point for Mardi between herself and the others on the
trip and between herself and the current orphans in China. Mardi is currently still involved in the
organization and plans to take on a more prominent leadership role with Chinese adoptees.
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Mardi’s family shared her interest in service to the community. Her passion for service is
an example of Values similar to family. Her father was very involved in their local Chamber of
Commerce and was also involved in a holiday pageant. Mardi followed in her father’s footsteps
and volunteered alongside him during much of her childhood. As she was nearing college, her
mother found a service-focused living-learning community for her to join during her university
experience. Mardi credits that community for helping her develop as a leader because it
connected her to other parts of the university. Mardi states, “And then like through that, and I
joined everything else.” Mardi carried on her father’s legacy of community-engagement
throughout her college career by participating in various service programs and leadership
opportunities.
Empathy. Throughout her university experience, Mardi was employed as a mentor for
other students. Mardi recognized the importance of community-engagement in her leadership
development, so she decided to find service opportunities that her mentees would be interested in
to help them grow as leaders. She especially loved to help her mentees find their passions; she
was Recognizing the needs of others. Mardi continued to mentor long after her “job” as mentor
ended. She is still in touch with them many years later.
Mardi shared many examples of this theme throughout her time as a participant in this
study. One meaningful example was when she volunteered with an organization surrounding
social justice issues, specifically poverty and immigration issues. Mardi shared that the program
had been working for fair wages for immigrants, an issue that Mardi had little familiarity. After
speaking to the clients at the agency and hearing their stories, Mardi realized how her buying
habits impacted these people directly. She said, “And that helped like realize what a lot of
migrant families and immigrant families go through.” Mardi took Responsibility for how actions
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impact others and made significant changes to her buying habits. Mardi felt that as a leader, she
had a responsibility to make a change in her self if not in a larger context.
“I really enjoy just making the personal connections with them.” That is how Mardi
summed up her experience as a mentor. As previously discussed, Mardi had many mentees
during her undergraduate career. And while she was concerned with their academics and
leadership development, she was more concerned with how she had Connections to others
emotionally.
I loved it. It was like teaching. I mean, they’re not children. But I enjoyed that having like
those one on ones where I wouldn’t say required, but we had to meet with our students,
weekly, or biweekly. And it was really, I really enjoy just making the personal
connections with them and just being more like a friend to them. But then also, when it
came to any of the academics, I was like, Alright, like, we got to put our foot into this,
like, come on, like, putting my foot down when it came to that, but also being their
friend, especially coming into college, it can be hard for a lot of people so that transition
can be hard. So just knowing that they had someone there. And then also like helping
with academics or helping them find resources, but I really enjoyed being a mentor. I
think to at first I wasn’t like too involved with it. But then I had a good mentor at the
beginning. And I think that helped, like pushed me and then like as she kind of fell
through and things like that. I was like, “Okay, well, I want to be a mentor.” And then
that kind of pushed me to be a better mentor. I wanted to like make sure that the kids next
year like she started off great like it like that really pushed me to do more. So then I
wanted to do that as a mentor.
She shared that she was quite shy during her freshman year and that having a mentor in
the community-engaged learning living-learning community helped her come out of her shell.
She felt like having a good mentor inspired her to be a good mentor.
Transformation. If it weren’t for her community-engaged learning background, Mardi
said “I feel like I would be very like close-minded.” Mardi credits volunteerism for helping her
with Skill development, including organization. She also spoke about her volunteerism within the
education sector and how she believed it aided her being a more confident teacher, which made
her a leader among her colleagues. She stated, “I’m just going to be myself. That’s how I know
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I’ve always been, but I think she was just trying to get all the girls to like her and understand
her.” Mardi shared that statement when talking about a leader in the trip to China she took a few
years ago. While Mardi was a little frustrated with this woman’s lack of authenticity, Mardi also
felt compassion for the woman as it was apparent that she was very insecure. This is an example
of Values development because Mardi developed an understanding for the woman rather than
dismissing her.
Emotional intelligence was a strength of Mardi’s, but she believed she had room for
growth. For Mardi, that growth in her emotional intelligence came through reflection. “I’ve
gotten better at reflecting I think, before I internally reflected like, like mentally done it. And
then as like, the trips are like, okay, actually write things down. I think I’ve gotten a lot better at
that.”
Mardi is very happy in her job as a teacher. Still, during the research process, she shared
that she missed having conversations with people with diverse views, specifically while serving
or working in a multicultural or leadership development office. This spoke to the subtheme Who
they want to be in their work and connections. This longing has inspired Mardi to consider going
back for her master’s degree to work in higher education. She felt that she grew so much as a
leader through her curricular and cocurricular experiences, and she wishes to help others do the
same.
Mardi spoke most deeply about Transformation throughout her sessions. Mardi shared
that she started college as a timid, even shy person. She stated that through her
community-engagement work, she gained skills and values that helped her transform into the
person she is today and the person she is yet to become.
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The Story of Rosie
Rosie is a 22-year-old White woman originally from the northeast region of the United
States. While Rosie is White, she is also a first generation American, and identifies as the child
of immigrant parents. Like some of the other participants, Rosie was not technically a
first-generation college student because her mother went back to college later in Rosie’s life.
Rosie did feel many similar pressures that first-generation college students feel, such as pressure
to succeed and guilt. Rosie’s parents were divorced and she is an only child. Much of Rosie’s
identity revolves around her family, specifically on her dad’s side. Rosie credits her father for
being her primary parent and greatest influence. While Rosie’s father did not go to college, he
was very supportive of Rosie’s educational pursuits. Rosie’s mother went to college, but like
some of the other participants, Rosie’s mother went back to school during Rosie’s childhood. It
is important to note that Rosie’s relationship with her mother is strained at times, so she did not
lean on her for support during her college career. Rosie excelled during college as a business
major and Honors student. Rosie credits her community-engaged learning connections for
helping her emerge as a leader. Rosie even published research with one of her faculty members
during her undergraduate career. Currently, Rosie is working at an insurance company which is
closely related to her degree. That being said, Rosie is more interested in human resource
management and is considering returning to school for her MBA.
Discovery of Self. Upon graduation, Rosie was able to get a job in the field of insurance.
While originally Rosie wanted to work in Human Resources, she still does a small amount of
Human Resource type work in her current role. Rosie has adjusted well to the tasks required for
the role but has been feeling isolated because so many of her colleagues telecommute. During the
interview process, Rosie stated,
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Yeah, it’s really, I mean, I talked to some coworkers or whatever. But I think also what
we’re really reevaluating in terms of every business is that there’s a lot of people who
haven’t come back to work. And so, my boss has mentioned to me, it’s like, do we need
all the space, like we have this huge building. And I think that a lot of businesses are
looking at downsizing. That’s probably something you know, my company might do in
the future in terms of, and then maybe there will be that more connection, because I’ll be
sitting near people more and talking to people and stuff. But like, especially on my side
of the building, it’s very quiet, there aren’t that many people around.
Before being involved in service and leadership work, Rosie considered herself more of
an introvert who recharged her battery by spending time alone. Through her service and
leadership experiences, Rosie realized that she valued connection to others and was Recognizing
what brought fulfillment.
Understanding boundaries and needs to accomplish things. Throughout the research
process, Rosie spoke about how she had a hard time with confrontation, and for Rosie,
boundaries, and confrontation are connected. When asked, Rosie stated, “Boundaries will always
be hard for me” and went on to say that it was because she was a nonconfrontational person. As a
leader, Rosie felt that she needed to be liked and admired by those around her, and one way to do
that was to avoid confrontation and boundaries. Rosie shared that she was Understanding
boundaries and needs to accomplish things. Even though Rosie knows she struggles with a lack
of boundaries, she discussed how necessary they are to accomplish goals.
Rosie has Confidence in who they are and that her family sometimes favors her. During
the interview, she stated that “I’m comfortable with it. Because it is true. I mean, I embrace it
wholeheartedly.” She explained that she values her relationships with her family and tries very
hard to make them proud. She is confident that she is making good choices that are making her
family proud. This confidence carried over into her leadership style because she was able to lead
without the worry of acceptance.
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Family Experience.
We were like the Three Musketeers. People ask me all the time. “Don’t you want to
sibling don’t want a little brother, or a little sister?” I used to say no, because didn’t want
anybody to mess up the dynamic that we had, because it really was great. It was
wonderful. I think she just had like a midlife crisis.
Rosie spoke about her family dynamic fondly before eventually revealing that her parents
got divorced. Rosie elaborated that her mother moved out of the area and that their relationship is
currently estranged. Even though the divorce came later in Rosie’s life, the tension of Family
disruption was still present in Rosie’s upbringing. During the research, Rosie spoke about how
her father was her primary parent and that many of her teachers thought he was a single father.
Rosie doesn’t think that it impacted her negatively as a leader though, because she was proud to
discuss how her mother went back to college when she was in elementary school. She grew up
seeing her parents in nontraditional roles (father as the caregiver and mother as pursuing
education) and realized that she had opportunities to do either (or both) in her future.
Rosie spoke about how she was a leader among her cousins and extended family
because of her work ethic and moral values. She shared the subtheme of Values differing from
family. Rosie stated, “And I think I’m kind of the only grandchild that still has those values.” She
then went on to explain that her cousins do not share the same values of compassion for others,
and personal responsibility. Rosie shared that it was so different to be part of a group that shared
those values compared to her family group that did not share them.
Empathy. While her cousins do not share the same values when it comes to helping
others, Rosie was exposed to homelessness when she went to visit her grandma in Philadelphia.
Rosie explained that she was so sad for those people and would often cry when she thought
about their struggles with homelessness. Rosie stated,
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I think that’s just who I am, like we discussed in the group interview is that like, a lot of
us were felt like we were empaths and I, I just know that about myself from a young age.
I used to walk down the streets in Philly with my grandmother and see a homeless person
and just feel like so sad and just feel all that they were feeling in some ways. I like I
remember being kid a kid and just like, walking down with my grandmother in South
Philly and seeing that.
Rosie gave an example of Putting others before self and felt it very deeply. One summer
in high school, Rosie volunteered with her church at a soup kitchen. Upon reflecting, Rosie
realized it was her first volunteering experience. Rosie shared, “But that kind of that was a crazy
experience for me because I didn’t know like the altruistic feeling before that. I didn’t know
what it was like to help someone else.” This was Rosie’s experience with Recognizing the needs
of others. Rosie said that she felt a sense of fulfillment by helping others which helped her attend
a university program with a community-engagement requirement. Rosie said that it wasn’t that
she didn’t care about others, she just grew up in a very sheltered environment where she was
unaware of the issues that others were facing. She feels that empathy is imperative in leadership
and feels that she was able to develop a greater sense of empathy through her collegiate
community-engaged learning work.
In her current role in benefits, Rosie feels a great sense of Responsibility for how actions
impact others when it comes to her clients. She feels the need to explain the insurance options to
her clients for them to select a plan that will benefit their families. Given the pandemic
especially, Rosie feels that her job is significant because of how it impacts others.
During her time in college, Rosie felt a deep sense of Connections to others emotionally.
Now that she has graduated, she wishes she had deeper connections with her former classmates.
Rosie shared that she currently has two best friends, neither that live nearby. For Rosie, the
Collaborative Reflection Group served as a reunion of sorts. She said she connected deeply with
Nicole over their shared values and spent time with Mardi after reuniting at the group session.
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Transformation. Networking skills were something that Rosie spoke about in terms of
her Skill development through community-engaged learning. Before her involvement in college,
Rosie did not know how to network. During her work in college, she learned how to create and
maintain relationships that eventually lead to her conducting undergraduate research and getting
published. Rosie said that if she had not done her community-engaged project, she would not
have developed the leadership skills needed to conduct research later in her academic career.
Rosie shared that she grew up in a culture that was exclusive rather than inclusive. Rosie
did not feel that was reflective of her own personal values and did not realize that not everyone
was like that. Rosie told a story during middle school people would give out t-shirts at birthday
parties that happened over the weekend, and everyone that attended would wear them the
following Monday. The t-shirts were used as a status symbol and a way for people to know who
was excluded from the party. Rosie disagreed with this exclusive nature and was so pleased to
find like-minded, inclusive people as she grew in her leadership experiences. This incident was a
good example of Relationships with others/community (self-authoring ways of looking at the
world).
Rosie shared that having immigrant parents impacted her Values development. She
specifically mentioned wanting to make them proud because of all that was sacrificed for her to
be where she is today. Due to their sacrifices, Rosie feels a great sense of responsibility and
self-imposed pressure to make them proud. She views her success as their success and wants to
live up to expectations set forth by her family. Rosie found that some of the other participants
had similar pressures and was relieved to know that she wasn’t alone.
Rosie shared that the Collaborative Reflection Group made her realize a few things. First,
she said it felt like a group therapy session because she was able to share her feelings. Second,
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she realized how similar the group members were in terms of Emotional intelligence. She said
that it can be very isolating as an empath when surrounded by people who are not as emotionally
intelligent. Being with like-minded people was a highlight for Rosie.
Upon graduation, Rosie took a position in the field of benefits and insurance. While
Rosie feels happy to be employed, she spoke about wondering if Human Resources at another
company might be a better fit. She also questioned whether or not to go to graduate school to get
her Master of Business Administration. Rosie feels like she could be doing more than she does in
her current role and is questioning if obtaining an advanced degree would be a good decision for
her. She was struggling with Who they want to be in their work and connections. She referenced
the Collaborative Reflection Group and how many of them also felt at a crossroads. She brought
up that many of them had very high expectations for themselves, and she felt the same way.
The theme of Transformation was the most significant in the story of Rosie. Much like
Mardi, Rosie started college as a shy woman who lacked confidence in many of her skills.
Throughout her experiences, Rosie developed her values and skills while also forming
relationships with like-minded people. Now that she has completed her undergraduate degree,
Rosie is at a crossroads because she is not sure where she wants to be long term. She misses her
like-minded classmates and feels like she has more to offer than her current role allows.
The Story of Ariel
Ariel is a 22-year-old LatinX woman from the southeastern region of the United States.
While Ariel was born in the United States, both of her parents were not. Ariel shared that much
of her identity came from being the child of immigrants and a first-generation American. In
addition, Ariel was a first-generation college student. These identities were very present in her
story. Ariel was an art major and was very passionate about her craft. She often found ways to
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integrate it into courses outside of her art major through leading community-engaged learning
projects. Upon graduation, Ariel looked for a position in her field (art) but could not find one.
She needed a job so she took a position working in a property management company as a
receptionist. Ariel demonstrated leadership skills very quickly and has become a manager at the
office. While Ariel is happy that she is succeeding in her position, she still feels a sense of loss
that she is not working in the field of her passion. Ariel is still considering returning to school for
a master’s degree to become a professor of art. Her biggest hindrance in doing so is the financial
burden of returning to school.
Discovery of Self.
We were basically like, a substitute teacher in a way, we were there, helping the teacher.
So that small experience like helped me, you know, get a taste of what it is to teach kids
or be in charge of a classroom, which is something that I also was thinking about
pursuing later on.
This quote was from Ariel when she was Recognizing what brought fulfillment through
her first experiences doing a community-engagement project. This project helped her to realize
her potential future as an educator and as a leader. Before this experience, Ariel had never been
in charge of students and did not know what it was like to be a teacher.
Regarding Self-awareness of skill or talent, before her involvement in the living-learning
community, Ariel was not a confident public speaker. During the sessions, she shared her
awareness of her ability as a public speaker:
So, first of all, even though I’m not the best public speaker, I’ve definitely improved so
much more than what I was before because I was terrible, terrible, terrible. Like I
couldn’t even form words. But I definitely became a better speaker.
She then explained that she does a lot of public speaking in her current role, which is
something she would have never agreed to do before her undergraduate experience. She had
Self-awareness of skill or talent in terms of her public speaking ability.
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In regards to the subtheme of Understanding boundaries and needs to accomplish things,
Ariel shared that she recently overcame some conflict within her family regarding boundaries.
Yeah, I feel like this all that whole experience worked out to, to like give each
other space because I feel like we’re always on top of each other and what we’re
doing. So that just help us to set those boundaries.
Ariel’s family conflict made her realize the Understanding boundaries and needs to accomplish
things. In the Collaborative Reflection Group, she mentioned boundaries again and was
pleasantly surprised that the other group members felt similarly about boundaries. She agreed
with her peers that boundaries were a necessary part of leadership.
Ariel shared that she started her journey as an artist in elementary school by tracing
images and then teaching herself to draw them. This craft grew in middle school when she had
an art teacher who was interested in helping her learn how to paint. The teacher was a leader to
Ariel, and spent extra time helping Ariel with her painting skills. This experience helped Ariel
gain the Confidence in who they are and to attend an Art High School and major in Art in
College. Before this experience, Ariel always enjoyed art but never had the confidence to pursue
it seriously. She was also able to use her confidence in art to lead community-engaged learning
art projects later in her academic career.
Family Experience. Ariel felt strongly about the value of education. Ariel shared
throughout the research process that she struggled with this within her family dynamic because
her parents did not value education in the same way; her father did not finish elementary school
and her mother did not finish high school, although she later in life obtained a GED. As a
first-generation college student, Ariel felt the strain of not having her parents’ understanding of
the educational process. This is an example of Values differing from family because Ariel was
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struggling with being isolated from her parents. She was also a leader within her family dynamic
because she was the first one to go to college.
Empathy. Related to the subtheme of Recognizing the needs of others, through her
experience in the community-engagement group, Ariel realized that she enjoyed having
compassion for others and valued her ability to connect with them. She shared:
Because I just, I just found out through the program that I really enjoy being nice to
people. I really enjoy just helping people out in any way that they can like, even if it’s
just listening to someone’s issues, if you know what I mean, like, I feel like I’m the friend
that if you’re in a friend group, and you’re trying to talk and no one’s listening, I’ll be
like, “Wait, hold on, like, you know, like, I’m listening. You could talk to me type thing.”
So that’s beautiful.
She was Recognizing the needs of others, especially when someone felt ignored or
unimportant, and made a special point to pay attention to them. Ariel understands that her actions
impact others and continues to take Responsibility for how actions impact others, even if it is not
popular.
I feel like everyone’s in a in a competition kind of in the, in the real world, per se. So it
was just really interesting to see how that all affected us. But we still have that, like,
inside, need to, like serve the community to be helpful to people, even though not
everyone wants to do that with us as well.
In the Collaborative Reflection Group, Ariel agreed with some of the other participants that life
is competitive but that she wants to continue serving her community at her core.
Ariel spoke at length about the life-long friendships that she made as part of her time
engaging with the community. While she was paired with her roommates randomly during her
freshman year, Ariel continued living with those same people throughout her undergraduate
experience. She was able to share Connections to others emotionally. Furthermore, she is still
connected with them and talks to them regularly.
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Transformation. Ariel considers herself an introvert. Ariel spoke about how her
undergraduate experience helped her gain leadership skills, Skill development to become a more
confident public speaker.
Ariel said that her Relationships with others/community (self-authoring ways of looking
at the world) grew immensely through her experiences. One notable thing specifically was that
Ariel now felt confident in ways that she could use her artwork to connect with others.
Previously, she kept her artwork to herself and thought of it as separate from her volunteerism.
Currently, Ariel is working a job that is outside of her preferred path. While she is good
at her work and has advanced into a leadership position, she is not engaging in her artistic
abilities. Ariel spoke about how she missed working with others on art projects, specifically an
experience when she taught art to elderly patients at an assisted living facility. Ariel felt that her
work with those people was significant and she misses it immensely. This hits on the theme
Who they want to be in their work and connections because Ariel knows that she is not currently
where she wants to be long-term.
The story of Ariel was almost a coming-of-age tale. It should come as no surprise that
Discovery of Self was the most dominant theme in her story. Ariel had many revelations
throughout the research, such as a future goal of becoming an educator. Before
community-engagement work, Ariel had never seen herself leading groups like an educator. She
also did not believe she had the public speaking abilities. She started to see different sides of
herself through her projects and became more confident in her future.
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The Story of Mo
Mo is a 24-year-old White woman born and raised in the Southern United States. While
Mo was technically not a first-generation college student (because her parents went back to
school later in her life), she still shared many of the same struggles, such as lack of knowledge
of college expectations, trouble navigating college resources, and other challenges. When Mo
began her undergraduate career, she wanted to be a special education major. Through her
community-engaged learning work in college, Mo became very interested in environmentalism,
so she chose to be a general studies/liberal art major to study both education and
environmentalism. Mo’s parents are divorced, and she has a strained relationship with her father.
In addition to the dynamic with her father, Mo also has a complicated relationship with her
mother. At some points, Mo talks about being very close with her mother, and at other times, Mo
wishes that her mother would respect her boundaries. To add to the complication, Mo currently
works at the same school as her mother, and both are teachers. As a teacher, Mo connects very
intensely to the emotional needs of her students. Many students share their mental health
struggles with Mo, and Mo is always quick to offer support and resources. During her interview,
Mo was happy to be in education but felt tied down in her career.
Discovery of Self. Like all of the participants in this study, Mo was part of a
service-focused leadership community during her undergraduate experience. When asked about
the impact of the community, Mo shared that the community helped her make connections and
that she “would not have had the friends I don’t know if I would have really met anyone.” She
was Recognizing what brought fulfillment. Mo went on to say that she remained in contact with
people from her freshmen year thanks to the bonds she made in the community. Mo credits those
bonds to involving her throughout campus and the greater community.
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Mo shared a story about how she was volunteering at an at-risk youth development
agency for the year. During class, Mo and her peers created a mutually beneficial
community-engaged learning project. Mo’s group consisted of primarily first-generation college
students and students who felt like they shared some of the same struggles as first-generation
college students. Mo and her group decided to use hardship as the inspiration for a project. To do
so, Mo’s group created a “College Readiness Day’ where they had representatives from various
on-campus offices go to the nonprofit to talk to the students about how to transition into college.
The group had people from admissions, financial aid, advising, career services, and community
outreach. While all of the representatives were from one college, they tried to be as neutral as
possible so that the information would apply to any college or university. Mo shared that this
event was the first time she was aware she could lead something so significant. She had
Self-awareness of skill or talent. For the first time in her collegiate career, she was becoming
aware of her talent to bring people together in service to the community as a leader.
As previously stated, Mo works at the same school that her mother does. Although Mo
and her mother are close, Mo has expressed that she would like boundaries within their
relationship. She gained an Understanding boundaries and needs to accomplish things. For
example, she spoke about how her mom has friendships with some of their mutual colleagues,
and Mo expressed that she does not want to fraternize with people outside of work. Mo shared,
“She’ll go and have drinks with some of the other teachers after work on Fridays every once in a
while, you know when they’ve invited me to go or to go out with them on the weekends, but I
don’t want to hang out with them.” Mo felt that it was inappropriate to have such informal
relationships with her colleagues and wished to set boundaries in place. Mo felt that leaders were
held to a higher moral standard and that boundaries helped uphold that standard.
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Mo is Confidence in who they are enough to stand up for what she believes in and for
what she thinks is right. During her second interview, she shared that she would often stick up
for students who expressed political beliefs that were different than their teachers. Mo felt that
those students were being discriminated against because of their beliefs. Even though Mo was
new at the school, Mo brought the issue up with the administration. She shared that through her
community-engaged learning work, she become a fierce advocate for others. Mo is confident in
who she is and doing what she believes is right.
Family Experience. While Mo is close with her mother, Family Disruption happens
from time to time. Mo shared an incident when her mother wanted to confront her about an issue
from home during her workday. Mo shared,
One day that she came and had a conversation with me that was so wildly inappropriate
for school. And she just basically like attacked me before the school started and yelled at
me. And I was so emotional that day that I could not recover.
Mo ended up leaving school and getting a substitute that day because of the fight with her
mother. Mo shared that she is very different than both of her parents in a lot of ways. Mo’s father
is not really in her life due to Values differing from family. While Mo is close with her mother,
they have different values as well. For example, Mo told a story about how her mother covered
her class one day. During that time, her students were talking to Mo’s mother about how nice Mo
was. Mo’s mother was quick to bring this up to Mo later, joking that she (Mo’s mother) was not
“nice” and that she didn’t know how Mo got to be so compassionate and service-focused. Mo
told her mother that became a compassionate leader through her community-engaged learning
work.
Empathy. Mo considers herself an empathetic person who is often Putting others before
self. She loves to spend time with her students and cares deeply about their emotional well-being.
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When asked about what happens when the students are having a tough time, she responded that
“And so whenever they’re having an issue with a teacher, they come to me.” Mo has over 250
students across all of her classes, many that continuously came to her with their needs. She
extends her compassion for their family members as well. One story, in particular, was of the
cousin of one of her students that Mo helped. Mo truly puts others before herself.
During the interview, I asked Mo about any specific instances where she recognized the
needs of others. She shared this story:
Yes, um, I literally started when I was six years old, I was in the first grade, and the girl
who sat next to me in class has a disability. And to this day, I still don’t know. But I was
her helper for the whole year, I was the one who would work with her, um, with
directions with what we were doing in class. We would go to lunch together, and hey,
like that was that was the beginning of everything.
The “everything” that Mo was referring to was her love of serving and leading, and she
found that relationships were a key component of leadership and service. As an educator, Mo
takes so much Responsibility for how actions impact others. In one instance, Mo had to alert the
school counselor about a student being suicidal. Mo was apologetic to the student because she
broke their trust, but in the end, she did not regret telling the counselor about the mental health
issue. Mo is very aware that she has a responsibility to protect those around her.
Mo realized quickly that authentic Connections to others emotionally were a key part of
her leadership journey. She spoke about a class that made her realize the importance of
connection: “They started out being one of my roughest classes, which is now turned into one of
my favorite classes, because it’s the kids I have bonded with the most to them somehow, by
being nice.” Mo became emotionally connected to the class that was once her “rough” class just
by being nice. While it didn’t happen overnight, Mo said that her kindness helped the students
take their walls down and connect with her over time.
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Transformation. Mo credits her community-engaged learning work for helping her Skill
development, specifically interpersonal skills. When she began college Mo didn’t have anyone to
walk her through the college application and scholarship process, and she was shy and did not
have many connections. Participating in these experiences connected with people at the
university that could help guide her, but they also helped her develop the problem-solving skills
to navigate college.
In terms of Relationships with others/community (self-authoring ways of looking at the
world), reflecting on her leadership journey, Mo spoke about “connecting the dots of trauma”
and how she is glad it turned her into a good person. Mo shared that she realizes that trauma has
different impacts on people and that she was ready for the guidance that helped her learn from
her trauma instead of being forever damaged by it. She realized that Relationships with
others/community (self-authoring ways of looking at the world) played a crucial role in her not
being jaded.
Mo’s Values development started early in her childhood with her involvement with the
special needs community. Throughout her life, Mo volunteered with Special Olympics and grew
in her compassion and care for others. Mo was also involved in Future Educators of America that
helped inspire her love of teaching.
Mo exhibits Emotional intelligence when it comes to her relational approach to teaching.
She credits her work in community-engagement for helping her to realize the importance of
relationships with her students.
But um, but the relationships are so key, because if I didn’t have the relationships that I
do with my students, they wouldn’t want to come to my class, they wouldn’t want to do,
they wouldn’t do my work, they wouldn’t want to, they wouldn’t be excited about
reading.
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Mo realized that her students want to learn because of the positive environment in her
classroom.
I think I’m going to be teaching this year and maybe next year, but I think after that I
might take a break for a few years because I want to be traveling and I think I can travel
and help people at the same time.
While Mo is being fulfilled through teaching because she feels that she can help others,
Mo is struggling because she cannot travel in her current role. She is discovering Who they want
to be in their work and connections. Traveling is something that she is looking to do, but she still
wants to help others in the process. Mo knows that she might transition into an alternate role
within the next few years to fulfill those goals simultaneously.
Empathy is the most dominant theme in the story of Mo. Through this research, Mo
shared stories where she was constantly putting others before herself. She recognized the needs
of others from childhood and gained a deeper understanding through her community-engagement
work. Her work as a teacher is fulfilling because of the connections that she can make with her
students.
Conclusion to Chapter IV
This study began with the research question “What are the lived experiences of women
who have engaged and thrived in community-engaged learning and how has it shaped their
thinking about leadership after graduation?” As reflection is a central component to
community-engaged learning, the participants often reflected back farther than their collegiate
experiences when discussing how community-engaged learning shaped their thinking about
leadership. The themes that emerged, however, all spoke to leadership traits and experiences.
Some stories served as context for future leadership experiences, while some explained how far
the participant has come as a leader since there college community learning experience. For
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example, Ariel’s background as a shy person might not seem relevant, until one considers how
she overcame her mild disposition to lead community-engaged learning projects. Additionally,
Nicole’s personal family trauma and how she was able to turn it into a leadership opportunity
through her community-engaged learning work. Even more subtle was Mo using the leadership
traits in community-engaged learning, specifically empathy, that she learned to navigate her
current professional relationships.
While almost all themes figured prominently in participants’ stories, it is essential to
recognize the unique emergence of these patterns of discovery within each women’s
experiences in community-engaged learning and their burgeoning leadership experiences. For
example, all participants discussed “Recognizing what brought fulfillment,” but only a few
spoke about “Confidence in who they are.” The themes and subthemes emerged at different
points in the research process. For example, some participants did not touch on a particular
theme or subtheme in the individual interview but went into it deeply in the Collaborative
Reflective Group. Each participant identified with one of the overall themes that spoke to their
experience on a deeper level.
In the final chapter of this dissertation, I will discuss the critical concepts of the findings
and discuss the implications for the greater community.
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CHAPTER V: DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS
The purpose of this study was to consider if community-engaged learning experiences
influenced the leadership development of college-aged women. This study began with wonder. I
wondered if the community-engaged learning experiences during undergraduate college years
were instrumental to women’s experience in leading post-graduation. If so, what were the stories
that young women might tell as they navigated new roles and connections in life? As educators, I
and others constantly measure student success with quantifiable outcomes such as retention rates,
grade point averages, class sizes, and course grades.
Owen (2020) discussed various leadership theories and approaches while also
highlighting stories of women leaders. She started by showing the background of “leadership”
which began with kings, warriors, and other male religious leaders and discussed the fact that
leadership was formed based on power, control, and domination. The social and historical
landscape of leadership shifted somewhat to include more industrial leadership approaches, but
males were still dominant within the leadership positions. As the third (and arguably fourth)
waves of feminism are happening, along with the rise of post-industrial leadership theories (for
example servant leadership, adaptive leadership, and transformational leadership), it is becoming
more apparent that the stories of women are not being told. Owen went on to discuss the
importance of these missing narratives and counternarratives in terms of how they allow people
to make connections and reflect on their own thoughts and feelings. The stories at the heart of the
current work might serve as an inspiration for others to not only transform their own lives but the
lives around them. This study emerged from my experience as a community-engaged instructor
and my belief that personal growth and leadership development are equally important outcomes
of the undergraduate experience.
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On my syllabus at the college where I teach, I include this line from poet Mary Oliver’s
(1990) poem, The Summer Day: “Tell me, what is it you plan to do with your one wild and
precious life?” (p. 60). Through in-depth individual interviews, a Collaborative Reflection Group
(as described in Chapter III), and individual debriefings, I sought to learn if women who
participated in community-engaged learning in their undergraduate collegiate career were living
out the plans they had for their “wild and precious” lives. Did it help them to overcome barriers?
Did it inspire their career journey? How did it contribute to their sense of self? Did their
upbringing play a role in how they engaged with others? If so, how?
The preceding chapter presented lived experiences and reflections of the participants in
response to these questions, from which I inferred four themes and a total of 17 subthemes.
Much of the community-engaged learning research focuses on overall student populations, rather
than specifically on women, as gender is often not considered a factor of influence (Walker,
2000). However, some scholars disagree, asserting that gender plays a significant role in
community-engaged learning (Loewen, 1998). Loewen (1998) suggested that women who
participate in community-engaged learning display more examples of empathy, and Barber et al.
(1997) found that women had a deeper understanding of democracy as a participatory practice
than their male counterparts. Their research supported the need for more research on
community-engaged learning as a leadership development tool for females. This research study
strove to continue their inquiry of women’s experience of community-engaged learning through
an interpretive phenomenological study.
This concluding chapter is organized as follows. I first present an overview of the
findings with a focus on themes and subthemes. I discuss the contribution of the results to the
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community-engagement literature. In this, I set up a dialogue between existing understandings
from the literature and everyday assumptions about the effects of community-engagement and
the key findings of this study. There follows a consideration of the limitations, including changes
in the research due to the global COVID-19 pandemic. In the final section of this chapter, I add
personal reflections again guided by Mary Oliver’s inspiring words about our one wild and
precious life.
Overview of Findings on Themes and Subthemes
The participants in this research all shared a deep sense of who they are. While the
current research was seeking to explore if community-engaged learning impacted their
leadership development, the stories that were shared were more robust than a simple answer. The
women shared stories of childhood compassion that turned into a life of caring about others, and
friendships that became their community. While many of the stories of leadership development
happened well before college, the women shared that community-engaged learning was the
pivotal moment for them as leaders. Community-engaged learning helped them realize that they
were leaders (or emerging leaders). This then shaped the rest of their collegiate experience and
has carried through to their current careers. Being that emerging as a leader through
community-engaged learning was the central moment of these women’s experiences, it is only
fitting that Leading through Community-Engaged Learning is depicted as the center of Like
petals emerging from a flower, four themes, each with several subthemes, emerged from the
interviews, collaborative reflective group discussion, and individual debriefing. The main themes
were Discovery of Self, Family Experience, Empathy, and Transformation, as depicted as the
larger petals along with subthemes as smaller petals for each, in Figure 5.1. I imagined this
figure as a blooming flower resonating with the women’s stories that found their genesis in
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community-engagement experiences and culminated in the discovery of leading in community.
In the figure, each subtheme underlays the theme and further details its meaning. As I describe
each primary theme and related literature, I will interlace the subthemes into the discussion. The
figure is not cyclical or ordered chronologically as there was no specific path for the emergence
of themes and subthemes in their life stories. That said, all of the stories emerged from the center
of the figure, which was Leading through Community-Engaged Learning.
Figure 5.1
Themes and Subthemes Emerging From the Research
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Theme 1: Discovery of Self
The theme, Discovery of Self, included the subthemes: recognizing what brought
fulfillment, self-awareness of a skill or talent, understanding boundaries and need to accomplish
things, and confidence in who they are.
I found that self-efficacy was a factor in the Discovery of Self. Self-efficacy is a person’s
belief that they have the capacity to reach goals (Bandura, 1977). Self-efficacy is a multistep
process where people must identify preferred outcomes, identify ways to get to those outcomes,
and then gain the expectation that those outcomes can come to fruition (Maddux & Gosselin,
2012). The participants were just beginning to recognize what made them happy in terms of
goals and careers and to become aware of their skills and talents. This also included the
participants’ having the confidence to name their talents and set up the boundaries they needed to
accomplish their goals. Scholars in the community-engaged learning discipline support the
findings of the current study. The community-engaged learning was the critical moment for the
women in this study to identify themselves as leaders. Scholars in the community-engaged
learning discipline support the findings of the current study. For example, Gonsalves et al.
(2019) applied the Jobs Characteristics Model to community-engaged learning experiences and
found that students exhibited greater self-efficacy. Learner empowerment was also noted as an
outcome of the community-engaged learning experience (Gonsalves et al., 2019). In addition, in
research by Primavera (1999), they found that reflection extended well outside the experience;
volunteers were personally satisfied by serving their communities, and 65% of participants felt
that they gained self-knowledge. This was supported in the current study, for example Mardi felt
that she gained a much stronger sense of self through her community-engaged learning
experiences and actually changed her major because of it.
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Emerging adulthood is an important time for identity development as people are making
decisions in various aspects of their lives, including relationships, careers, and personal
development (Arnett, 2000). Erikson’s identity theory discusses the notion of institutionalized
moratoria, a structured environment for emerging adults to work through their identity crisis and
creation (Erikson, 1968). In many ways, college can act as institutionalized moratoria because it
provides the space for identity exploration in emerging adults. The work of Gurin et al. (2002) on
social justice and community-engagement supports identity development in college students.
Gurin highlighted the importance of social justice community-engaged learning in identity
development during the college years because people are often exposed to new ideas. By
integrating community-engagement in the college experience, students can become more aware
of social justice issues as they develop their personal and political views. This aspect of identity
development encourages students to be confident in who they are, that is, more aware of the
values and beliefs that emerge from an understanding of what is important to them and how they
will act or take a stand on important social issues. This can be seen in the findings of this study,
specifically with Mo. Mo shared that as she participated in community-engaged learning work in
the area of environmental education, she developed her own opinions rather than retaining the
viewpoints that she gained from her upbringing. Mo further went on to explain that speaking out
helped her to gain confidence in herself and have greater understanding of how
community-engaged learning experiences contributed to the development of her sense of
leadership identity.
All of the participants spoke about the power of being in a collective group during their
community-engagement experiences. Additionally, all of them appreciated the Collaborative
Reflective Group as part of the research process as it helped them recall memories and feel a
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sense of community. The methodological strategy of having the Collaborative Reflective Group
was intentional as the goal was to create a small microcosm similar to the one that they
experienced during their undergraduate years. The participants recognized the similarities and
referred back to similar experiences of reflective spaces that they had during their undergraduate
collegiate years. Nicole and Rosie specifically appreciated the Collaborative Reflective Group
because they saw the value of community-engaged learning as a collective experience and saw
the mirror of the Collaborative Reflective Group as a collective experience. This connects back
to self-efficacy and Discovery of Self because the participants were able to realize the fact that
their former goals came to fruition which then continues the process by allowing them to gain the
confidence to create new goals.
Theme 2: Family Experience
Family Experience included the subthemes of family disruption, adoption, values
differing from family, and values similar to family. An interesting finding from this study was
the fact that many of the participants felt that being first-generation (or in some cases not
technically first-generation but identifying as such) impacted their educational journey and that
community-engagement was a way for them to feel connected. For example, Nicole’s mother
went back to school while she was in college (which makes Nicole not “first-generation”)
however, Nicole did not have parental guidance on building professional relationships with
faculty members, getting involved on campus, or filling out scholarship forms. Nicole credits her
connections through community-engagement for helping her navigate those things. Stringer and
Kerpelman (2010) looked at parental support in college students’ career exploration and found
that when parental support was present, it was a predictor for career self-efficacy. That said,
community-engagement experiences were not included in Stringer and Kerpelman’s work. While
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community-engagement literature supports community-engagement as a retention tool for
students, I found few scholarly insights that look at how lower-income, minority,
first-generation, or otherwise disadvantaged students benefit from that type of experience.
The absence of such research suggests that this influence may be largely unknown by
participants of experiential learning courses. Many of the participants in the current study didn’t
even consider the impact of their family upbringing on their college experience. Furthermore,
why is “family experience” emerging in the current study in the way that it is? Yeh (2010)
looked at community-engaged learning and persistence in low-income first-generation college
students and found that social and cultural capital was essential for overall student success. Yeh
recognized that disadvantaged students were less likely to have social and cultural capital and
that community-engaged learning “experiences enable students to develop certain types of
cultural and social capital that in turn will lead to academic, social, and psychological integration
as well as acquire culturally empowering and affirming skills and networks that will help them
succeed in college” (p. 52). The social and cultural capital that these women found through
community-engaged learning empowered them to start thinking of themselves as leaders rather
than as followers.
Theme 3: Empathy
Empathy contained the following subthemes: putting others before self, recognizing the
needs of others, responsibility for how actions impact others, and connections with others
emotionally. Empathy is often a part of the community-engaged learning experience that is
lacking or not present. Everhart (2016) found that while cognitive development and civic
engagement are expected benefits, empathy is often missing from the experience. The absence of
empathy as a specific goal of community-engaged experiences is especially important because
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research shows that empathy has declined in college students since 2000 (Konrath et al., 2011).
Konrath et al.’s study saw empathic concern as “other-oriented feelings of sympathy for the
misfortunes of others and, as such, is a more emotional component of empathy” (p. 181). Keith
(2005) discussed this as well, stating that there was a superficial nature to community-engaged
learning where deeper engaged citizenship was lacking.
The significance of empathic concern in community-engaged learning was supported by
the current study’s subtheme of Connections to others emotionally, as the participants shared
how vital emotional connection was to their experiences. Konrath et al. (2011) recognized the
role that empathy plays in willing volunteerism, in that those who scored highly in empathic
concern were more likely to have a desire to volunteer in their community. Rosie provided an
example of this as she spoke about how her experience volunteering in Philadelphia with her
grandmother made her connect with others emotionally. Prior to the volunteering, Rosie was
sheltered from those who were less fortunate and this experience was one of empathic concern.
While this happened well before college, Rosie never took the time to reflect upon how it
impacted her as a leader. The reflection that she completed as part of her community-engaged
learning helped her to realize how impactful that experience was. This ties to the subtheme of
responsibility for how actions impact others that the participants identified in the current study.
Nicole shared that she felt the weight of responsibility for her actions and their effect on others,
specifically when working with victims of sexual assault and domestic violence. She was often
in very stressful situations when working with the victims, but she just kept remembering the
impact that her actions would have on their futures. This helped to ground her and serve them
with empathy.
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While there is a correlation between community-engagement and empathy, Everhart
(2016) suggested that faculty members need to be intentional about providing experiences and
assignments to develop empathy during service experiences. Some examples are pedagogical
changes such as reflective assignments and logistical changes such as giving more responsibility
and agency to students during the creation and execution of community-engaged learning
projects. Vogelgesang and Rhoads (2003) supported this and argued the importance of using
community-engaged learning experiences as social justice projects rather than acts of charity.
Everhart (2016) believed that the students will develop empathy when they are given first-hand
experiences with the needs of others. The participants in the current study were all in leadership
roles during their community-engaged learning experiences, which could account for empathy
emerging in the results.
Empathic leadership is vital to creating a workplace environment with open
communication. This trait—undervalued in mainstream ideas of a tough-minded, charismatic,
and wily leader—what Babiak and Hare (2006) called “snakes in suits”—is seen more and more
as a way that leaders can help workers to be more effective by understanding their unexpressed
hopes and needs. In very different contexts, Ciulla (2010) and Garner (2009) have concluded that
empathy needs to be a primary characteristic of today’s leaders. This study identified how
empathy is enhanced through community-engagement and becomes a lasting quality among
students experienced in such projects.
Theme 4: Transformation
Transformation included the subthemes of skill development, relationships with others,
values development, emotional intelligence, and who they want to be in their work and
connections. Kolb’s (1984) study on experiential education supports the finding of Skill
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development because it allows students to apply their learning to real-life scenarios. Skill
development was very apparent in Ariel’s story as she shared that she began her college career
with an intense fear of public speaking. Ariel identified that she had poor oral communication
skills and that she developed them greatly through her community-engaged learning work. She
felt that her work as part of the marketing group specifically helped her overcome her fears of
public speaking. Ariel was the face of the marketing group because she was the group leader.
Bickford and Reynolds (2002) found shortcomings in traditional community-engaged
learning work and looked to women’s studies as exemplars to enhancing connections rather than
underscoring differences. This supports the subtheme of Relationships with others as the
participants identified that connection was an integral part of growth through
community-engaged learning. Mo shared that she felt that her relationships with her classmates
and the greater community helped her transition into college and flourish throughout. Mo is still
connected to the peers that she met through her community-engagement work. Rosie shared a
similar sentiment and went out to explain that her community-engagement work helped her get
more involved in research regarding feminist issues. Relationships with others/community was
also supported in the literature by Primavera (1999), who found that exposure to different
cultures enabled community-engaged learners to enhance their understanding of diversity and
social justice issues.
The current study’s findings, specifically the subtheme of Values development, is
supported by Li and Frieze (2016) who found that participants had positive attitudes towards
community-engaged learning after their participation. This was true for all participants in the
current work. Mo shared that as a teacher she is often using the values that she developed
through community-engaged learning in her classroom. For example, she has her students do
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“kindness challenges” where they practice empathy to their peers. The community-engaged
learning work from her past is inspiring her as a leader in her current role.
Another significant finding was the idea of temporality among the participants, which
speaks to the subtheme of Who they want to be in their work and connections. The participants
are at the end of “young adulthood” as they are 25 years old or approaching that age. In 2008,
Viacom Brand Solutions International conducted a mixed-methods survey of over 25,000 people
in 18 countries regarding demographics and the idea of youth. While this study was framed as a
marketing tool, there were interesting findings such as the notion of the “Golden Age of Youth,”
which is people ages 25 to 34 (Marketing Charts, 2008) who are characterized as adults who
believe they are not finished growing up and also feel that the world does not cater to them the
way that it does to teenagers and older adults. This is especially interesting when you consider
that the participants of this study are on the cusp between the Millennial generation and
Generation Z (also known as iGeneration). According to Dimock (2019) of the Pew Research
Center, Millennials were born between the years 1981 and 1996, meaning the oldest participants
in this study are Millennials which the youngest are part of Generation Z. Characteristics for both
generations seem to vary as Dimock stated that the cut-offs for generations are not an exact
science. Cut-offs happen based on political, social, and economic factors that likely define the
formative years of generations. These participants don’t truly fit into the typecast of either
generation. While they were too young to remember the devastation of the 9/11 terrorist attack,
they still grew up under the political patriotism felt in the United States of America for the
following years after the attack (Apple, 2002; Skitka, 2005). Outside of politics, technology was
also at a transitionary place for this generation. Unlike Millennials who “came of age “with the
internet explosion, GenZ often had considerably more access to technology at school, but not
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quite as much as their younger counterparts who had access both at school and at home. These
minor differences make this group of participants unique because their experience is different
than the generations before them. “Most leadership development scholarship focuses on
skill-building or short-term interventions such as retreats or courses, rather than on the process of
how leadership capacity or leadership identity is created or changes over time” (Komives et al.,
2005, p. 594). The current study considered how leadership development changed throughout
phases of their development, as many spoke of childhood and young adulthood as well as their
college years. The study supports the idea of the Social Action, Leadership, and Transformation
(SALT) model, that focuses on “leadership that is socially conscious and facilitates
transformation to achieve justice.” (Museus et al., 2017, p.3).
Implications for Leadership and Change
This study of the lasting changes experienced by former students who had been involved
in community has several key implications for what I referred to at the end of Chapter II as
“post-industrial leadership” approaches to leadership and change. For several decades now,
conventional ideas about leadership based on hierarchical and male-dominated power structures
have been challenged by this suite of alternative theories. These have been advanced under the
following conceptual frameworks:
•

relational leadership (Uhl-Bien, 2011),

•

servant leadership (Greenleaf, 1977; Reynolds, 2011),

•

adaptive leadership (Heifetz et al., 2014; Johnson-Kanda & Yawson, 2018), and

•

transformational leadership (Bass & Avolio, 1993; Sharif, 2019).

What then are the implications for these approaches that stem from the research
completed here in the context of community-engagement?
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Findings in Terms of Relational Leadership
Relational leadership theory focuses on the relational process of leadership production
(Uhl-Bien, 2011). Throughout the current research, relationships were a key element. For
example, in her initial interview, Nicole shared, “I feel like when I am happiest when I have a
purpose, and when I’m like doing something, especially when I’m like doing something for the
community, and for like the people I’m around.” Nicole equated leadership with relationships.
Mo expressed a similar sentiment in her first individual interview and said, “I think it
(leadership) definitely starts with friendships and that having that community and being able to
also work in the community as well.”
Mardi echoed this, explicitly adding that her role as a mentor encouraged her to become a
more decisive leader. Research on resilience in college-aged students suggests that “the support
networks that students cultivated with faculty, staff and peers can bolster social competence, as
well as academic and social integration into the university” (Yeh, 2010, p. 59). These support
networks can be created through community-engaged learning experiences. Faculty are just one
part of the support network and it would be prudent for them to connect with staff and peers (or
peer mentors) to provide meaningful community-engaged learning experiences.
Mentoring is an especially impactful experience in terms of female students. Blewitt and
Shane (2021) found that female students’ willingness to accept mentorship positively affected
the outcome of the mentorship experience. Community-engaged learning experiences can help
connect students to mentors and enable them to have positive mentorship experiences.
Other implications are in the area of feminist pedagogy, including classroom practices
that promote positive learning environments. The reciprocal learning model within the classroom
and community-engaged learning experiences can enhance the student experience (Rojas et al.,
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2015). This type of model gives space for students to become problem solvers while also
learning from not only the faculty but each other and the larger community in which they serve.
This also supports the relational leadership model, which posits leadership as a relational process
where people come together for the common good (Komives et al., 2009).
Findings in Terms of Servant Leadership
Reynolds (2011) called for the integration of feminist scholarship as it relates to servant
leadership. She connected servant leadership with transformational leadership, pointing out that
servant leadership is focusing on “human results” rather than “organizational results” (Reynolds,
2011, p. 158). One participant, Mo, discussed this when talking about her current job as a
teacher. Mo explained that she focuses on growth of her students rather than their grades. This is
an example of commitment to the development of followers as found in servant leadership theory
(Greenleaf, 1977). In the first individual interview, Mo said, “I love educating people. But I’m
more so helping people than educating people.” Nicole expressed similar views when discussing
her work as a collaborative divorce attorney. She believed it was more important to focus on the
people as individuals rather than their assets.
Findings in Terms of Adaptive Leadership
Adaptive leadership is an informal, relational leadership process (Uhl-Bien, 2011). As
this study had strong ties to relational leadership theory, it is no surprise that adaptive leadership
emerged. Adaptive leadership is about encouraging people to create change that then enables
them to thrive (Heifetz et al., 2014). When discussing her experience with community-engaged
learning, Ariel shared that “just being a part of it has definitely changed my entire probably life
outcome.” Mardi also shared that her various community-engaged learning experiences
profoundly shaped her college experience, specifically stating that one of her first projects, a

121
basketball game that brought local children with special needs to the university, “opened my
eyes to wanting to be a leader.” Mardi had identified her passion for people with special needs
and realized that she wanted to be a leader through the community-engagement project.
Johnson-Kanda and Yawson (2018) stated that adaptive leadership celebrates diverse
views and encourages change based on knowledge. This was clear in many of the stories from
the present study. Rosie spoke about her formerly sheltered upbringing and how
community-engaged learning helped her adapt her leadership style as she learned from those
different from her. Rosie shared that her first-time volunteering in a soup kitchen deeply
impacted her because she did not understand the depth of food insecurity that some people
experienced. This was her first experience in trying to solve social issues and she quickly
realized that she needed to learn from those around her to do so.
Findings in Terms of Transformational Leadership
Transformational leadership focuses on care and concern for those involved in an
organization and includes mentoring and nurturing followers (Sharif, 2019). This idea of
considering the whole person and nurturing people is missing from community-engaged learning
literature. Much of the current literature focuses on higher grade point averages and higher levels
of academic achievement (Hart & King, 2007). The present study filled this gap by identifying
examples of transformational leadership behaviors that the women experienced through their
community-engagement work.
Nicole spoke about how college was a transformative time for people to become who
they really are and that community-engaged learning projects helped her to do so. She
specifically spoke about her time volunteering in the legal department of a domestic abuse
agency and how she got connected to do so because of a professor. Nicole had previously tried to
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volunteer with that same agency but was turned away. If not for that professor’s mentorship,
Nicole would not have found her passion in the legal profession. Furthermore, Nicole is now
applying those transformational leadership behaviors to her peers as she mentors them and
encourages them.
Ariel also spoke about transformation, specifically in terms of public speaking and
overcoming shyness. She credits the mentorship of her professors, peers, and community
partners in helping her to come out of her shell and speak in front of groups. Rosie shared a
similar idea, going so far as saying that her current full-time job came from the connections that
she made through community-engaged research that she did with a mentor.
Limitations of the Study
One limitation for this study was the scope, being that it only looked at the lived
experiences of five women, albeit, the size of this study was purposefully narrow due to the
time-intensive methodology of interpretive phenomenological analysis. Another shortcoming
was that some participants could not remember vivid details about their past because this study
was retrospective. “In phenomenological thought, time is not an object or container, but intrinsic
to human existence and the very condition for it to be meaningful at all” (Ronkainen et al., 2021,
p. 1140). A possible solution is to engage in a longitudinal study in which participants can
remark on their community-engaged learning experiences over the span of their career journeys.
For example, they could reflect during one-year post graduation, three years post-graduation, and
five years post-graduation. This would offer the opportunity to identify growth in the career
journeys of the participants. While all of the women in the current study were gainfully
employed, most discussed feeling like they were just at the beginning stages of their careers or
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even felt they might move into another area of work. Future researchers could see if these
women remain in their current roles or shift into other leadership positions.
Another limitation of this study was the fact that all participants were my former
students. Some may argue that this impacted the findings because the participants may have felt
that they needed to speak only of their post-graduating success experiences in hopes to impress
me as the researcher. The research findings refute this possibility as participants spoke of
setbacks and not only those moments of achievement. Additionally, the collaborative reflective
group provided a situation for participants to reflect with one another and the focus not on me as
the facilitator. By adding this collective experience to the research process perhaps participants
were able to be more candid in their responses and deepen each other’s reflections.
This research was conducted in the early part of 2021 during the COVID-19 pandemic,
which arrived in the United States of America in January of 2019. Entire countries went into
lockdown and closed their borders. People began to work from home and others lost their jobs.
People were becoming ill with the COVID-19 virus and many were dying. People went into
isolation to protect themselves and to avoid spread of the deadly virus.
The shift to online learning and video conferencing became commonplace. People began
to forge connections through technology as a way of work and leisure. It is important to note that
when this pandemic began, the younger millennial generation (ages 20–28) were already
somewhat familiar with connection platforms such as Zoom video conferencing, FaceTime
phone video chatting, and social media platforms such as Instagram, Facebook, and LinkedIn.
The participants of this study fell into that younger millennial demographic, and most were
reasonably comfortable using technology.
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While the original intent was to complete this study face-to-face, it became apparent very
early on that the research would need to be done in a virtual setting to ensure the health and
safety of the researcher and participants. Throughout the interviews and focus groups, the
participants referred to the pandemic and the stresses that it had caused in their lives. Many
specifically stated that they wished that we could do the group interview altogether, as a reunion
of sorts, because they missed the face-to-face connection so deeply. Some also spoke about the
guilt that they felt for not being as engaged with their communities as they had been in the past
due to safety issues.
This context is important to note because it had an impact on this study. The collective
grief and isolation that the participants felt were palpable at times in the transcripts. The yearning
for connection was also there in a way that may not have been felt if people weren’t so isolated.
These women went from living with large groups of their peers and engaging regularly with their
community to graduating into an isolating pandemic. While most had promising career
opportunities, almost all were not exactly where they wanted to be because of the impact of
COVID-19 on the economy. Some were separated from their families and others were
connecting with their families in new ways because they were working remotely alongside their
family members.
Suggestions for Future Research
This study also focused on women, as such, future scholars might be more specific about
their participant identities and select underserved students, in general, to investigate if the
leadership development is more or less meaningful to their paths after graduating.
Future research in this area could explore different facets of community-engagement as a
leadership development tool. For example, what is the impact of the community-engagement on
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community partners? Do the community partners benefit from this work? Does the community
(those being served) benefit from this? If so, does it matter how long these community-engaged
learning programs happen? Are long-term partnerships more beneficial? Work by Weerts and
Sandmann (2008) touched on this as they considered the two-way flow of knowledge from
community partners and higher education institutions. Interpersonal relationships between
faculty and community partners were a major indicator to a two-way knowledge flow within
community-engaged learning work. Weerts and Sandmann included that the power dynamics in
the relationships must be mitigated in order for successful partnerships to occur. Future research
could look at these power dynamics and identify if community partners are benefiting from these
partnerships.
Another option is interpretive phenomenological research that focuses on the impact of
community learning instruction on faculty development. According to a survey of institutions
with the Carnegie Classification for community-engagement, 70% of the institutions offer
professional development support for faculty members (Welch & Saltmarsh, 2013). Although the
professional development is being offered, the lived experiences of the faculty is not being
shared widely through professional development opportunities. Are the faculty involved in
changing the way they are teaching their non-community-engaged learning courses? Are they
developing as leaders? Has there been a shift in their pedagogy? Future research could focus on
the faculty perspective through teaching community-engaged learning courses. Also, while
considering faculty professional development offerings, it is unclear what type of activities are
being promoted to faculty. The Collaborative Reflective Group was a powerful tool for reflective
practice in community-engaged learning work and future research could explore this so that it
can be offered as a pedagogical tool. Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis is missing from the
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community-engaged faculty narrative and could provide a space for faculty to deeply engage
with their lived experience as scholar-practitioners.
Finally, I suggest that this study in a few years to see if the participants’ career goals were
manifesting. While all of the women in the study were gainfully employed, most discussed
feeling like they were just at the beginning stages of their careers or even felt they might move
into another area of work. It would be informative to see if these women remain in their current
roles or shift into other leadership positions.
Final Reflections
As an educator, I am deeply inspired by the stories of leadership growth that these
participants experienced through community-engaged learning. These women are only beginning
their adulthood and are already changing the world; they are, in Mary Oliver’s words, out there
living their “wild and precious” lives (1990, p. 60). Their doing so builds, in some measure, on
what they learned and experienced in community-engagement and connects with most of the
major themes and findings from this study. Preciousness comes by growing from the strengths
and pains of family experience (Theme 2) and is reflected in cultivating empathy (Theme 3) for
others whose worlds are impacted by their work. At its best, community-engagement learning
projects change students from people merely struggling to get through to emerging as activists
who deeply care about others: all lives are precious in such practice. As for the wildness Oliver
refers to, I see this arise in the study participants’ disposition to discover (Theme 1) and
transform (Theme 4) themselves and the places and people they work with. To be wild means to
enthusiastically try profoundly different ways of being. In the world that continues to unfold in
this new millennium, striking out boldly in new directions is what professionals must do:
community-engagement as students pointed them to directions less travelled. Their stories have
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led me to consider the design of my community-engaged learning curriculum and ways in which
I might create experiences that could enhance the opportunity for leadership and growth of the
students.
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women who are recent graduates and who have participated in community-engaged learning
during their undergraduate college career.
The ability to thrive through an experience instead of just to participate is an important concept
within this work because women still have barriers within the higher education setting. With this
study, I am seeking to identify whether community-engaged learning contributed to their
leadership development and overall thriving.
1) The Research Question is:
What are the lived experiences of women who have engaged and thrived in community-engaged
learning and how has this shaped their thinking about leadership after graduation?
2) The project purpose is to use phenomenology to investigate the lived experiences of women
who have emerged as leaders through community-engaged learning work.
3)I will provide the findings of the research in a dissertation report to be published via OhioLink
and AURA. I will also provide a summary of the findings and a reference link to the participants
of the study.
12. Describe the proposed participants- age, number, sex, race, or other special
characteristics. Describe criteria for inclusion and exclusion of participants. Please provide
brief justification for these criteria. (Up to 500 words)
I plan on recruiting six women who have graduated from college within the last 5 years. They
will be between the ages of 19–26. They will represent different ethnicities and race
To be eligible in this study, participants must meet the following requirements:
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• identify as a woman,
• be 18 years of age or older,
• have participated in a service-focused living-learning community,
• have graduated college with a bachelor’s degree within the last 5 years
The women are part of a group of people who participated in a unique community-engaged
learning opportunity throughout their undergraduate college career. This group has been selected
due to the focus on college women’s leadership development through community-engaged
learning.
13. Describe how the participants are to be selected and recruited. (Up to 500 words)
The women will be selected through direct recruitment based on the researcher’s previous
engagement with these alumni as students of the service-learning program. The women will be
contacted via email and/or social media (Facebook and Instagram). All women are college
graduates and do not have a current relationship with the former institution where they were a
student in a service learning class taught by the researcher.
14. Do you have a prior or current relationship, either personal, professional, and/or
financial, with any person, organization, business, or entity who will be involved in your
research? (Yes/No)
Yes, a professional relationship as a former instructor in a service-learning class.
15. Describe the process you will follow to attain informed consent.
I will seek voluntary informed consent from potential participants. I will give the participants
explicit assurances of the voluntary nature of their participation in terms that are easy to
understand. The consent form will contain all information about the study so that the participants
can truly understand the research process and the time involved in their participation. In addition,
I will discuss how I will honor their privacy and respect their confidentiality. I will work to
maximize the potential benefits of this research while minimizing the potential risks of harm.
The participants will be selected without prejudice to race, ethnicity or disability. The list of
potential participants will come from a list that I have compiled of students who were enrolled in
a leadership focused living-learning community that I coordinated. I have created an email
invitation (see attachment) and will attach the informed consent to it.
16. Describe the proposed procedures, (e.g., interview surveys, questionnaires, experiments,
etc.) in the project. Any proposed experimental activities that are included in evaluation,
research, development, demonstration, instruction, study, treatments, debriefing,
questionnaires, and similar projects must be described. USE SIMPLE LANGUAGE,
AVOID JARGON, AND IDENTIFY ACRONYMS. Please do not insert a copy of your
methodology section from your proposal. State briefly and concisely the procedures for the
project. (500 words)
Research will begin with individual interviews taking place via Zoom Each individual interview
will take between 60 to 90 minutes. All interviews will be recorded and transcribed by the
researcher using transcription software. After the initial interviews, participants will come
together in a focus group (called a Collaborative Reflection Group). The Collaborative
Reflection Group will be conducted via Zoom and will be recorded and transcribed. Once the
Collaborative Reflection Group is completed, the researcher will send the preliminary findings to
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each participant prior to the last individual interview. All findings will be thematic and
aggregated so that no one individual can be identified to a specific theme. The final individual
interview will take place via Zoom and will be recorded and transcribed by the researcher.
Following the final individual interview, each participant will engage in member checking to
ensure that the information is complete and correct. All recordings and transcripts will be kept on
a locked (password protected) computer.
17. Participants in research may be exposed to the possibility of harm physiological,
psychological, and/or social please provide the following information: (Up to 500 words)
a. Identify and describe potential risks of harm to participants (including physical,
emotional, financial, or social harm). NOTE: for international research or vulnerable
populations, please provide information about local culture that will assist the review
committee in evaluating potential risks to participants, particularly when the project raises
issues related to power differentials. For international research provide information about
the regulatory environment (for reference see the International Compilation of Human
Research Standards https://www.hhs.gov/ohrp/international/compilation-human-researchstandards/index.html).
There is no risk of harm to participants in terms of physical or financial harm. There is minimal
emotional or social harm risk as the participants will be reflecting on their own experience,
individually with the researcher and in a group setting. These women have participated in
reflective activities through their community-engaged learning work and are familiar with the
minimal social and emotional risks. The researcher is unable to guarantee confidentiality in the
group portion of the research, but will emphasize the importance of confidentiality in the
beginning of the Collaborative Reflection Group.
b. Identify and describe the anticipated benefits of this research (including direct benefits
to participants and to society-at-large or others)
The direct benefits to the participants are social benefits of connecting with former classmates
and peers. This study provides participants the opportunity to reflect on their own leadership
development, benefit from hearing from others their experiences including challenges and
successes The benefit to society-at-large is a better understanding of women’s leadership
development through community-engaged learning.
c. Explain why you believe the risks are so outweighed by the benefits described above as to
warrant asking participants to accept these risks. Include a discussion of why the research
method you propose is superior to alternative methods that may entail less risk.
The risks of this study are minimal compared to the potential benefits. This research has the
ability to shape educational pedagogy and women’s leadership development within the context
of service-learning programs that are becoming increasingly a part of undergraduate curriculum.
d. Explain fully how the rights and welfare of participants at risk will be protected (e.g.,
screening out particularly vulnerable participants, follow-up contact with participants, list
of referrals, etc.) and what provisions will be made for the case of an adverse incident
occurring during the study.
I will screen out particularly vulnerable participants. Vulnerable participants include participants
with mental health issues that would make them uncomfortable completing this research. I will
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screen these participants by asking them if they are comfortable with the research through the
email invitation and informed consent form. I will also provide a list of mental health services
that are available in the participant’s communities at the completion of the study or at the time
that someone may choose to withdraw from the study.
18. Explain how participants’ privacy is addressed by your proposed research. Specify any
steps taken to safeguard the anonymity of participants and/or confidentiality of their
responses. Indicate what personal identifying information will be kept, and procedures for
storage and ultimate disposal of personal information. Describe how you will de-identify
the data or attach the signed confidentiality agreement on the attachments tab (scan, if
necessary). (Up to 500 words)
Participants within the study may know one another and will participate in a focus group
(Collaborative Reflection Group) together. Therefore, it is impossible to keep confidentiality
within the Collaborative Reflection Group. In the beginning of the group we will establish the
importance of keeping the information within the group setting. However, outside of that, I will
keep all information confidential in a locked computer with password protection. I will deidentify the data by allowing participants to select pseudonyms and will have each participant
sign a confidentiality agreement.
19. Will audio-visual devices be used for recording participants? Will electrical, mechanical
(e.g., biofeedback, electroencephalogram, etc.) devices be used? (Click one)
Yes
No
If YES, describe the devices and how they will be used: I will be using Zoom software to video
record the interviews.
20. Type of Review Requested (Click one)
Exempt
Expedited
Full
Refer to the definition of review types in your paper documentation.
Please provide your reasons/justification for the level of review you are requesting.
I am seeking an expedited review. The current research is conducted using commonly used
interview procedures. Also, the reflection that is done is accepted within educational settings.
While this is not taking place in an educational setting, the women are still familiar with this type
of interview style.
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Appendix B: Informed Consent Form
Informed Consent Form
This informed consent form is for Women Leaders who we are invited to participate in a
research project titled “Thriving through Experience: A Phenomenological Inquiry within
Community-Engaged Learning”
Name of Principal Investigator: Katharine O’Connor
Name of Organization: Antioch University, PhD in Leadership and Change Program
Name of Project: “Thriving through Experience: A Phenomenological Inquiry within
Community-Engaged Learning”
You will be given a copy of the full Informed Consent Form
Introduction
I am Katharine O’Connor, a student in PhD in Leadership and Change Program through Antioch
University. As part of this degree, I am completing a project to capture the stories of women who
have thrived and developed as leaders through community engagement. I have selected this topic
because as an educator, I have witnessed students (both men and women) have life-changing
experiences within community-engaged learning. Specifically, I will be seeking to capture the
experiences of women who are recent graduates and who have participated in communityengaged learning during their undergraduate college career. I am going to give you information
about the study and invite you to be part of this research. You may talk to anyone you feel
comfortable talking with about the research, and take time to reflect on whether you want to
participate or not. You may ask questions at any time.
Purpose of the research
The purpose of this project is to explore the lived experiences of women who have grown as
leaders through community-engaged learning during their undergraduate college career. This
information will may us to better understand the role that community-engaged learning can have
on women’s leadership development.
Type of Research Intervention
This research will involve your participation in two individual interviews conducted via Zoom
along with a focus group (called a Collaborative Reflection Group) also taking place via Zoom
where your experiences as women thriving and growing as leaders will be shared and reflected
on. Each of these interviews will be tape recorded solely for research purposes, but all of the
participants’ contributions will be de-identified prior to publication or the sharing of the research
results. These recordings, and any other information that may connect you to the study, will be
kept in a locked, secure location.
Participant Selection
You are being invited to take part in this research because you meet the criteria of
Identifying as a woman, being 18 years of age or older, having participated in a service-focused
living-learning community, having graduated college with a bachelor’s degree within the last 5
years. You should not consider participation in this research if you do not identify as a woman,
are not 18 years of age or older, have not participated in a serviced-focused living-learning
community, and/or have not graduated with a bachelor’s degree within the past five years.
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Voluntary Participation
Your participation in this study is completely voluntary. You may choose not to participate. You
will not be penalized for your decision not to participate or for anything of your contributions
during the study. You may withdraw from this study at any time. If an interview has already
taken place, the information you provided will not be used in the research study.
Risks
No study is completely risk free. However, I do not anticipate that you will be harmed or
distressed during this study. You may stop being in the study at any time if you become
uncomfortable If you experience any discomfort as a result of your participation, employee
assistance counselors will be available to you as a resource.
Benefits
There will be no direct benefit to you, but your participation may help others in the future.
Reimbursements
You will not be provided any monetary incentive to take part in this research project.
Confidentiality
All information will be de-identified, so that it cannot be connected back to you. Your real name
will be replaced with a pseudonym in the write-up of this project, and only the primary
researcher will have access to the list connecting your name to the pseudonym. This list, along
with tape recordings of the discussion sessions, will be kept in a secure, locked location.
Personal identifiers will be removed and the de-identified information may be used for future
research without additional consent.
Limits of Privacy Confidentiality
Please be advised that although the researchers will take every precaution to maintain
confidentiality of the data, the nature of focus groups (Collaborative Reflection Groups) prevents
the researchers from guaranteeing confidentiality. The researchers would like to remind
participants to respect the privacy of your fellow participants and not repeat what is said in the
focus group (Collaborative Reflection Groups) to others. I will keep the information of the group
confidential and will remind group members to refrain from identifying any members of the
group or any part of the discussion with anyone outside of the group.
Generally speaking, I can assure you that I will keep everything you tell me or do for the study
private. Yet there are times where I cannot keep things private (confidential). The researcher
cannot keep things private (confidential) when:
● The researcher finds out that a child or vulnerable adult has been abused
● The researcher finds out that that a person plans to hurt him or herself, such as commit suicide,
● The researcher finds out that a person plans to hurt someone else,
There are laws that require many professionals to take action if they think a person is at risk for
self-harm or are self-harming, harming another or if a child or adult is being abused. In addition,
there are guidelines that researchers must follow to make sure all people are treated with respect
and kept safe. In most states, there is a government agency that must be told if someone is being
abused or plans to self-harm or harm another person. Please ask any questions you may have
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about this issue before agreeing to be in the study. It is important that you do not feel betrayed if
it turns out that the researcher cannot keep some things private.
Future Publication
The primary researcher, Katharine O’Connor reserves the right to include any results of this
study in future scholarly presentations and/or publications. All information will be de-identified
prior to publication.
Right to Refuse or Withdraw
You do not have to take part in this research if you do not wish to do so, and you may withdraw
from the study at any time without your job being affected.
Who to Contact
If you have any questions, you may ask them now or later. If you have questions later, you may
contact Katharine O’Connor at koconnor1@antioch.edu. If you have any questions about your
rights as a research participant, you may contact Dr. Lisa Kreeger (lkreeger@antioch.edu)Chair,
Institutional Review Board, Antioch University.
This proposal has been reviewed and approved by the Antioch International Review Board
(IRB), which is a committee whose task it is to make sure that research participants are
protected. If you wish to find out more about the IRB, contact Dr. Lisa Kreeger.
DO YOU WISH TO BE IN THIS STUDY?
I have read the foregoing information, or it has been read to me. I have had the opportunity to
ask questions about it and any questions I have been asked have been answered to my
satisfaction. I consent voluntarily to be a participant in this study.
Print Name of Participant___________________________________
Signature of Participant ____________________________________
Date ___________________________ Day/month/year
DO YOU WISH TO BE AUDIOTAPED IN THIS STUDY?
I voluntarily agree to let the researcher audiotape me for this study. I agree to allow the use of
my recordings as described in this form. Print Name of
Participant___________________________________
Signature of Participant ____________________________________
Date ___________________________ Day/month/year
To be filled out by the researcher or the person taking consent: I confirm that the participant was
given an opportunity to ask questions about the study, and all the questions asked by the
participant have been answered correctly and to the best of my ability. I 8 confirm that the
individual has not been coerced into giving consent, and the consent has been given freely and
voluntarily. A copy of this Informed Consent Form has been provided to the participant.
Print Name of Researcher/person taking the consent_______________________________
Signature of Researcher /person taking the consent________________________________
Date ___________________________ Day/month/year
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Appendix C: IRB Recruitment Email
Dear [Name],
My name is Katharine O’Connor, and I am a doctoral student in the Leadership and Change PhD
program at Antioch University. I am completing a project to capture the stories of women who
have thrived and developed as leaders through community engagement. I have selected this topic
because as an educator, I have witnessed students (both men and women) have life-changing
experiences within community-engaged learning. Specifically, I would like to understand the
experiences of women who are recent graduates and who have participated in communityengaged learning during their undergraduate college career.
If you agree, you are invited to participate in two interviews taking place via Zoom along with a
focus group (called a Collaborative Reflection Group) also taking place via Zoom. The
interviews are anticipated to take no more than 60 to 90 minutes each and the Collaborative
Reflection Group is anticipated to take 60 to 90 minutes. All of them will be audio-taped.
Participation in this study is voluntary. Your identity as a participant will remain confidential
during and after the study. Your identity will not be confidential during the Collaborative
Reflection Group but group members will be asked to keep all information within the
Collaborative Reflection Group space. Your identity will be protected by allowing you to select a
pseudonym. All information will be kept under a locked computer. I have attached a copy of the
Informed Consent Form for your review.
If you have questions or would like to participate, please contact me at koconnor1@antioch.edu
or 239-898-4452.
Thank you for your participation,
Katharine O’Connor
Antioch University
PhD Leadership and Change
Doctoral Student
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Appendix D: CITI Module Certificate
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Appendix E: Excerpt of Data Analysis
Nicole Individual Interview 1:
Emergent
Theme

Subtheme

Family
Experience

Family Disruption
(divorce, disconnection)

Transcript of
Participant’s
Response
I really hope so. And
like the word
emotional
intelligence has
definitely been
thrown around a lot.
But especially in the
field that I want to go
into. I’ve only met
one other person that
really wants to go
into Family Law. It’s
very, like, not
frowned upon. But
it’s very, like, that’s
so emotional. Like,
that’s so heavy. Like,
that’s a lot. And like,
I get that I get that a
lot from working
with, like domestic
violence, but not with
like divorce in a city.
That’s just like a way
of life. It’s like, I
would much rather be
dealing with people’s
divorce issues than
worrying about their
taxes.

Researcher’s
Exploratory
Comments
The idea of family
law being considered
“emotional” as if
emotions are a bad
thing is something
worth exploring.
Nicole is eluding to
being different than
her law school peers
in terms of wanting
to go into an
emotional field like
family law. In
addition, Nicole
values being able to
contribute to her
client’s emotional
well-being rather
than something she
does not value as
much (such as taxes).
Nicole’s previous
experience working
with domestic
violence and personal
experience with
divorce seems to
have prepared her for
this line of work.

